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ABSTRACT
TEACHER PERSPECTIVES OF THE IMPACT OF SOCRATIC SEMINARS AND
COLLABORATIVE DISCOURSE ON STUDENTS’ READING COMPREHENSION
AND CRITICAL LITERACY
Paula Walters

Academic success is contingent on multiple factors not the least of which is literacy and
comprehension. However, research demonstrates that literacy and comprehension levels
for traditional aged high secondary school students, as well as non-traditional adult
college students threaten the academic success of these demographics. Identifying
instructional practices that reinforce all literacy levels and sustain students’ motivation
and engagement in the classroom is warranted as it may support students at the earliest
levels of instruction, as well as offer support for the non-traditional adult college student
who faces a plethora of challenges in pursuit of advanced credentials. The purpose of
this phenomenological study was to investigate how the use of Socratic seminars and
collaborative discourse as a tool of instruction impacted adult students’ reading
comprehension and critical literacy. This study was framed by constructivist and
transformative learning theories. English professors (n = 5) and their students (n = 51)
from two classes at a senior urban college, student volunteers for interviews (n = 7),
student volunteers for two student directed focus groups (n = 15), and professor
volunteers (n = 5) for a teacher led focus group were participants in the study. Data
collection included individual interviews of professors and students, classroom
observations, and focus groups of professors and students. Interview and observation

data was analyzed using the constant comparative method. Teacher perspectives of the
use of discourse as an instructional tool revealed a myriad of factors and themes
including student autonomy, social development, motivation and efficacy, value placed
on classroom interaction, the classroom environment, students’ metacognition, and
students’ sense of marginalization all impacted students’ overall performance. The study
extends existing research that supports the use of Socratic and oral discourse in literacy
development and to support reading comprehension. Limitations include the
homogeneous population included in the study and the narrowness of the sample size.
Recommendations for future research are discussed, as well as recommendations for
educational practice.
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CHAPTER 1
Introduction
Student literacy, specifically students’ failure to critically process information and
write fluently and articulately continues to be an issue at the secondary and levels of
higher academia. This is demonstrated in many public school classrooms and on
students’ performance on standardized assessments which indicate deficiencies in
learning; all this is in spite of increases in reading scores which arguably suggest
improvements in students’ overall performance (NAEP, 2010). In recent decades, despite
the focus of policies such as No Child Left Behind (2001) to close the achievement gap
between Black and Hispanic students and their White counterparts, achievement gaps
continue to exist (Perie, Grigg, & Donahue, 2005). The implications surpass straggling
test scores and high school graduation rates extending to another gap – the limited
academic performances and low test scores of many non-traditional adult college
students, many of whom belong to low income and/or racial or ethnic minority groups.
The problem manifests itself in poor academic performances associated with issues with
identity, self-efficacy, and motivation. Additional research is warranted to better
understand the issue of declining academic performances in American schools, and to
identify practical solutions to this growing concern.
Compared to those of older, non-traditional students, issues surrounding juvenile
and adolescent literacy continue to receive attention (Alvermann & Moore, 1991;
Applebee, Langer, Nystrand & Gamoran, 2003; National Reading Panel, 2000), yet there
persists marked inequities regarding the focus on the struggles of the transitional adult
1

learner who has opted to pursue higher education despite extended periods outside the
classroom (Deggs, 2011). According to Bahr (2012), the academic experience of this
non-traditional adult student is continually defined by remedial courses in an attempt for
colleges and universities to facilitate college preparedness, yet as equal numbers of nontraditional adult students as newly graduated high school students are documented as
sharing the same experiences with regard to limited facility with literacy—issues with
reading and comprehension. Researchers (Billings & Fitzgerald, 2002; Dallimore,
Hertenstein, & Platt, 2008; Eeds & Wells, 1989; Wilkinson, Murphy, & Soter, 2003)
have explored various methodologies of engagement with the juvenile and adolescent
student. To engage this new population of learners, more versatile methods of instruction
need to be implemented into pedagogical practice. Vygotsky’s (1934) concept of
internalization, of knowing how, which addresses the interrelationship between language
and thought and the correlative influence on the development of mental concepts and
cognitive awareness in children creates room for the adult learner to assume a more
participatory role in the process through active discourse. It is this positive impact of oral
discourse on literacy, comprehension, and critical thinking that emerges as an area for
future exploration.
Background
The No Child left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB)
To appreciate the impact of oral discourse on literacy, comprehension and critical
thinking, it is important to understand the interconnectedness of discourse and
comprehension, research on the use of dialogic stances in pedagogy, and also critical
2

literacy. Perhaps of primary importance is also an understanding of early policies
(NCLB) and performance indicators (NAEP) that affected student literacy and their reach
to adult learners. The policy of No Child Left Behind was a response to the U.S.
Department of Education’s review of the “quality of learning and teaching in the nation’s
schools, colleges, and universities, both public and private, with special concern for the
educational experience of teen-age youth” (U.S. Department of Education, 1983a, n/a).
Based on the report titled A Nation at Risk (1983), specific indicators of risk were
highlighted such as high levels of teenage illiteracy (13%), high levels of functional
illiteracy among minority youth (40%), declining scores in core subject Scholastic
Aptitude Tests (SAT) such as mathematics and English designed to measure readiness for
college, and the inability of pre-college aged teenagers (17-year-olds) to draw inferences
(40%), write persuasively (1 in 5 students), and successfully complete multi-level
mathematics problems (1 in 3 students) existed. Additionally, the report documented a
72% increase in remedial mathematics courses at public 4-year institutions that at the
time of the report characterized 25% of the courses taught at those institutions.
In an attempt to remediate these issues and improve the quality of instruction and
education in American schools, four key areas of the educational process were targeted
for improvement, specifically the instructional curriculum, performance expectations,
effective use of time as it related to skill development, and facility with pedagogy with
respect to academically equipped students and preparation programs. The fundamental
purpose and long term goal of the recommendations made in these areas was cited as “the
best effort and performance from all students” (U.S. Department of Education, 1983e,
1983 n/a) in spite of their ability, economic privilege, or long term goals. Ultimately, the
3

recommendations at the core of the U.S. Department of Education’s report A Nation at
Risk were responsible for the movement towards standards-based education and
assessment, and ultimately the passage of the Improving America’s Schools Act of 1994
(IASA) which “reauthorized the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965
(ESEA)” (Jorgensen & Hoffman, 2003) and the Goals 2000: Educate America Act (1994)
which focused on the educational needs of all students as opposed to those who were
economically disenfranchised or academically at risk. With the ESEA (1994) focused on
improved academic standards, improved instruction and learning, transparency regarding
student performance and responsibility for student performance, as well as needs based
allocation of resources (U.S. Dept. of Ed., 1996b.) the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001
(NCLB) was signed into law by President George W. Bush. At its’ core, NCLB placed
emphasis on the inherent “value, use, and importance of achievement testing of students
in kindergarten through high school” (Jorgensen & Hoffman, 2003) as well as its’ ability
to ensure the achievement of high standards from all children despite social and
economic disparities. According to then U.S. Secretary of Education Rod Paige, the
academic success of every child and the achievement of high standards was the focus of
NCLB (U.S. Dept. of Ed., 2003a). Through this lens achievement testing and assessment
systems that monitor the performance of American students based on specific
instructional standards assumed a greater priority.
NAEP as an Indicator of Academic Preparedness
Prior to the implementation of NCLB, the National Assessment of Educational
Progress initiative (NAEP), a late 1960s federally supported program of the Education
4

Commission of States (EOS) through the U.S. Office of Education (USOE) was
developed with the aim to provide support for the planning and initial assessment of
NAEP. Initially a precursor and later considered a partner of the change embodied by
NCLB, NAEP was developed as a “lever for policy changes in American education” and
the tool to “critically evaluate the American system of education” (Bourque, 2009, p. 1).
In the context of the 20th century college student however, what is the significance of
NAEP? Essentially, NAEP serves as an indicator at both the national and state level of
elementary and secondary education achievement, monitoring the critical progression of
student achievement at key points from the elementary through the secondary level
(Fields, 2014).
According to the NAEP indicators, there are three critical points in education:
beginning at the 4th grade level, foundations for further learning should be established,
the 8th grade level represents the high school transitional point, and the 12th grade level
signifies the transition to and readiness for the postsecondary experience, specifically
academic preparedness for college and career readiness (Fields, 2014). Addressing early
contextual issues regarding NAEP around the period of the 1980s, it was realized the
reporting mechanisms regarding student progress were inadequate. Then Secretary of
Education, William Bennett, appointed the 22-member Alexander-James Panel, and in
conjunction with input from the National Academy of Education (NAE)
reauthorized the Elementary and Secondary Education Act, now known as the HawkinsStafford Elementary and Secondary School Improvement Amendments of 1988
(Bourque, 2009). In April 1988, then President Ronald Reagan signed legislation that
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created the NAEP Governing Board which in turn leaned heavily on ideas of the panel
report (Alexander & James, 1987; Glaser, 1987) to argue for transparency regarding
performance levels (Bourque, 2009). The result was the adoption of “three achievement
levels (Basic, Proficient, and Advanced) for each grade and subject area assessed by
NAEP (p. 3) and with the passage of the Hawkins-Stafford Act of 1988 critical attention
paid to grade 12 because that was considered the critical transition point, the “gatekeeper
for any postsecondary choices, including military, employment, or advanced training” (p.
9).
An assessment of the preparedness of non-traditional students and adults being
admitted to college programs calls into question the reliability of the achievement levels
implemented by NAEP; the challenge regarding defining students’ readiness or academic
preparedness for college however underpins this current discussion. Fields (2014)
defined an individual as academically prepared for college if he or she possessed:
Reading and mathematics knowledge and skills needed for placement into entrylevel, credit-bearing, non-remedial courses in broad access 4-year institutions and,
for 2-year institutions, the general policies for entry-level placement, without
remediation, into degree-bearing programs designed to transfer to 4-year
institutions (p.7).
Furthermore, “the working definition” of academically prepared applied in a generalized
sense to a diverse range of course programs and majors, and specifically to first year
college students. Additionally, Fields addressed the significance of placement when
assessing preparedness noting “it [was] important to note the focus on ‘placement’ rather
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than ‘admission’…because students who [needed] remedial courses in reading,
mathematics, or writing may [had been] admitted to college but not placed into regular,
credit-bearing courses.” The “criterion of importance [was] qualifying for regular creditbearing courses, not admission” (p.7). Adult students enrolled in foundational college
courses face these challenges; whether the issue stems from failure to acquire the
requisite skills before transitioning from high school, or further developing those skills
while engaged in the work-force, many adult students who enroll in 2-year or 4-year
college programs are ill-prepared for the challenges of higher education.
Statement of the Problem
Evidence shows despite struggles with literacy, many non-traditional adult
students are enrolled in college courses that prove challenging (Bahr, 2012); these
findings extend those characteristic of NCLB (2001). Key findings from the History of
the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 Assessment Report (Jorgensen & Hoffman, 2003)
addressed the inability of 40% of 17-year-olds to successfully draw inferences, a skill
which underscores comprehension. It should not be debated the catalyst for
comprehension is active reading. When readers begins the process of reading to
comprehend, they engage meticulously in a series of simultaneous actions that begins
with an initial subjective and personal response to the text, a secondary interpretative
involvement that involves questioning text content, observing and connecting content
details, making inferences about the information read, and drawing conclusions based on
the inferences made, all of which characterize analysis and ends with an objective

7

evaluation of the work based on the secondary interpretive process. For many readers
these interactions underscore what is inherently reading and supports the concept
procedures associated with comprehension. When a reader approaches a text it is done
with the aim to process the content of that text. The decision to read, whether conscious
or unconscious is still one where the reader “is actively searching for a type of message
that serves his immediate interest” (van Woerkum, 2012). This process of ready
readership is “the reader’s share in the total experience that is triggered but not predicted
by the text; it is the contribution of the reader himself” (p. 269).
Similarly, the concept of transactional reading (Rosenblatt, 1978) addresses the
process readers experience when transacting/interacting with text to construct meaning,
as well as the degree to which a reader’s experiences informs overall levels of
comprehension. According to van Woerkum and in tandem with Rosenblatt, meaning
generation is contextual; while the text informs the reader, the reader’s processing of the
text through various lenses determines if and the degree to which comprehension occurs.
In active readership however, it is through discussion that meaningful comprehension
occurs. The sharing of ideas supports the learning process, and active conversation
facilitates that dynamic.
Particular approaches to reading text, whether aesthetic (for pleasure), or efferent
(to gain meaning) coupled with dialogic stances in supportive dialogic environments
produces authentic conversation – a transactional discourse between the reader and the
material and multiple readers of the material. It is this authenticity of interaction that
results in engaged literate talk and increased levels of comprehension. According to van
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Woerkum, the discursive exchange of information validates the knowledge acquired by
the reader whose stance in these ongoing discussions is legitimized. Non-traditional
college students fail to demonstrate these skills. In fact, the inability of non-traditional
adult students to demonstrate college readiness is closely connected to their limited
abilities to not simply comprehend text, but to also communicate content orally and in
writing (Dallimore, Hertenstein, & Platt, 2008). Returning adult students who struggle
with oral and written communication as a result also face challenges expressing their
understanding of course content. Though limited comprehension of text is a primary
issue, additional challenges exist regarding adult students’ inabilities to adopt a criticalanalytic stance towards reading. The ability to approach and interact with text from
deconstructive and analytic perspectives provide readers with opportunities to acquire
skills that support engagement in reasoned argumentation, as well as the ability to
successfully transfer that reasoning to others (Soter et al., 2008).
Oral Discourse and Comprehension
As early as the turn of the 20th century the use of discourse was viewed as a
revolutionary tool for instruction and a support for reading comprehension (Barnes, 1923)
and revisited by later researchers (Lawrence & Snow, 2010). Citing previous findings
(Ninio & Snow, 1996; 1999), Lawrence and Snow defined oral discourse as “extended
oral productions, whether monologic or multi-party, centered [on] a topic, activity, or
goal” and the process of oral discourse development as:
acquiring the skills uniquely required for participation in oral discourse, i.e.,
setting aside the acquisition of grammar, vocabulary, and pragmatics skills needed
9

for casual conversation, but including the grammar, vocabulary, and pragmatics
skills required for lengthier, topic-focused interactions, or for certain genres of
monologue (definition, explanation) even if relatively brief (Lawrence & Snow,
2010, p. 323).
As it relates to juvenile and adolescent learners, the implementation of oral discourse
into general instruction would be viewed as an innate component that enhances the
learning process, comprehension, and to a large extent critical thinking. The discourse
itself would be viewed as an activity that bridges development of a skill such as critical
thinking and comprehension. Oral discourse as it relates to adult learners should likewise
be viewed as the catalyst for discursive exchanges that leads to viable exchanges and
comprehension of information. For the adult or college aged student however, discourse
underscoring instruction becomes even more applicable because these students lack the
requisite skills to thrive in early college courses.
Barnes (1923) stated the ethos of English classes would be better legitimized, and
literacy and comprehension better supported if oral discourse and oral discourse skills
were more prominent in the English and other content area classrooms; a century later the
problem still exists. Based on Barnes’ research, Lawrence and Snow reinforced orality as
a precursor and prerequisite to multiple relationships not the least being comprehension.
The relevance of these findings though rooted in seminal and extended research by
Vygotsky (1978, 1986) was extended by Tierney and Cunningham (1984) who cited the
use of discourse as a relevant strategy to aid students in the development of context and
ultimately support their levels of comprehension during the reading process.
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The process of comprehending is not a solitary act. Comprehension as defined by
The RAND Reading Study Group (2002) is “the process of simultaneously extracting and
constructing meaning” (p.11); it is multifaceted and involves the interaction between text
content, social implications ingrained within the text, and the reader’s experience
navigating texts. The significance of social influences on reading comprehension is
important as a plethora of factors impact adult learning practices since the act itself is
contextually directed towards a specific purpose or social context, such as educational
attainment or vocational preparation (Mellard, Becker-Patterson, & Prewett, 2007).
Additionally, adult learners benefit contextually from life experiences that affect their
understanding of text.
Capable readers are positioned to use their facility with text and their prior
experiences to understand what they read and challenge the ideas promoted in the text.
The re-entering or adult college student who is subject to remedial courses because of
limited skills struggle to perform at the expected level and therefore enters the academic
forum at a disadvantage. The inability of adult students seeking first degrees to
demonstrate college readiness is closely connected to struggles with comprehension, oral
communication and writing which typically manifests in the ways these students interface
with their academic programs. The primary issue of text comprehension ultimately
manifests in the inability to adopt a deconstructive and analytic stance towards reading.
Readers who successfully adopt analytic perspectives while reading engage in reasoned
argumentation and successfully transfer that reasoning to others (Soter et al., 2008).
Essentially, what has been described as marginal literacy continues to hinder the
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transitional adult learner making continual contributions to low academic performance,
students’ views of themselves as viable members of the classroom, their efficacy, and
motivation to complete cognitive tasks involving complex reading materials (Wyatt,
2011).
Increasing the engagement of lived literacy experiences using forums such as
Socratic seminars where discourse is prioritized provides many opportunities for students
to engage intellectually, perform collaboratively, actively construct knowledge and
develop the ability to think critically (Tredway, 1995). Inherent in the structure of
Socratic and group discourse is the inquiry process where students internalize the content
through the activation of schema, making connections primarily to personal or observed
experiences, but more critically to other written content. The process is the catalyst for
academic, intellectual, and critical literacy. The product is the critical construction of
information, not merely the acquisition but the internalization of information. Discourse
interactions develop required skill with reasoning, analysis, and synthesis of information
(Woolever, 1987), all concepts that support the expansion of traditional academic literacy
and aid students as they experience a strategic extension of their thinking. Adult students
who struggle with comprehension would benefit from opportunities for dialogic
interaction as a tool for information sharing. Learning is relevant when it is placed in an
authentic context, when the student is able to make applicable connections to the content;
in those cases engagement also exists. Using various strategies that permits nontraditional adult students to actively interface with the text and create meaningful
interpretations also supports development in other areas (Komarraju & Dial, 2008).
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Significance of the Study
Early theorists (Bloom, 1948) identified discourse as a solution to limited
comprehension. Discourse implemented in instruction is a beneficial tool that supports
student initiation of classroom discussions and guides them to deeper levels of
understanding. When students are given the opportunity to discuss their thoughts they
are essentially processing information and reasoning through the data. The open forum
for communication, the exchange of ideas creates an atmosphere where students can
present information, challenge existing information, and evaluate information, all of
which leads to increased levels of comprehension. For juvenile learners the process of
‘recitation’ had been viewed as a viable instructional strategy for problem solving. In
similar ways the effect of orality, of sounding out information to support general
comprehension of problems and the intricacies and sub-texts associated with those
problems replicates the act of problem solving because the process of reasoning is
supported by application of the oral component. Because comprehension is not unique to
any one academic content, implementation of oral strategies into instruction works to
support every academic discipline, specifically English courses. Researchers (Barnes,
1976; Barnes & Schemilt, 1974 & Nystrand, 2006) identified the use of open-ended
questions during classroom discussions resulted in noticeable gains in student
comprehension. When students are placed in situations where they challenge posited
ideas their understanding of material increases. Questioning exists not simply to acquire
answers, but to gain an understanding of the ‘how’, the process of transition to the
answer. It is this transition from question to answer that enables comprehension.
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The development of communication skills grounded in discourse strategies
develops comprehension and is key to the development of critical thinking and problemsolving. Discussion elicits critical, reflective thinking and promotes problem solving and
overall retention (Ewans, 2000). Additionally, discussion creates a forum where adult
students are able to identify and connect detail, make inferences, draw conclusions,
synthesize and evaluate information, a process which leads to active learning and
development of higher-order cognitive thinking. According to McIntyre, Kyle, and
Moore (2006), collaborative exchanges and an expanded role of dialogue in the
classroom provides opportunities for learning in context and the construction of new
meaning which is personal, particular, and cultural. Within the classroom, dialogism, the
promotion of more direct student talk involves collaboration and a universal respect for
ideas of all adults engaged in the sharing process.
Nystrand (2006) stated the effect of diverse classroom discourse, specifically the
teacher’s discourse role, positively impacted various forms of student learning. Though
socio-cultural in nature, intellectual growth is more likely to occur when the individual
explains, elaborates, or defends a position in an oral context. Additionally, various forms
of discourse interaction—small group and whole class—promote interpretive
comprehension (Bakhtin, 1981, 1986). What is needed to promote reasoned thinking
among adult learners is productive classroom discourse that exhibits a high degree of
reciprocity regarding interaction and marked by open-ended questions creating contexts
for adult learners to generate extended responses. This strategy will result in reasoning
processes that are indicative of high-level thinking (Soter et al., 2008), as well as
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motivation and efficacy among students. Many remedial adult learners demonstrate
functional literacy; to promote and sustain increased levels of literacy instructional
programs should incorporate more opportunities for autonomy, re-defining student
identity and reinforcing efficacy even while supporting low levels of comprehension by
incorporating a more transformative learning approach. When adults are willing to
engage in dialectical learning, communication with others in various social contexts are
ultimately positioned. The sharing of ideas and experiences provides a better
understanding of learned information, and the application of response and interpretive
strategies serves both as a catalyst for critical thinking, and a vehicle for a greater
reflective awareness of self (Cazden & Beck, 2003). Essentially, critical thinking leads to
an informed perspective of an individual’s critical literacy. The reader with the ability to
construct interpretations and make inferences within the context of what is read
experiences true comprehension, making relevant evaluations and judgments. While
reading, the individual is more thoroughly motivated to engage and experiences greater
self-worth (van Sluys et al., 2006). The process of reading becomes an active and
positive (as opposed to a challenging) process that facilitates understanding of the written
text; the reader develops and interprets meaning based on purpose and situation (NAEP,
2011). Additionally, the positive impact of meta-cognitive strategies and the activation
of prior knowledge as an inferential tool inform the learner’s comprehension (Mills,
2009).
Research Questions
To better explore the impact of discourse on students’ comprehension and
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academic performance the following questions will guide the study:
RQ 1: How does student involvement in Socratic discourse support/impact student
comprehension and academic achievement?
RQ 2: How does engagement in Socratic discourse impact motivation, efficacy, and
identity?
RQ 3: How are the traditional and critical literacies of non-traditional adult students
influenced by oral and collaborative discourse interaction?
Definition of Terms
Literacy is multifaceted and a literate individual should demonstrate traditional
literacy practices which involves the acts of decoding and regurgitation of information, as
well as strategies that successfully support efforts to become literate (Wendt, 2013). Oral
discourse strategies have proved successful for both adolescent and adult literacy since
students are provided with a forum to exchange and critically challenge ideas.
Cooperative learning activities additionally support not simply intellectual exchanges but
social and cultural components of learning as well. Within these small group discussions,
students, assuming roles as moderators recognize greater relevance and self-applicability
regarding the knowledge being acquired. For many students, the struggle to become
literate extends beyond traditional methods and for many adults, ability and performance
directly correlates with perception and the degree to which they feel engaged in the tasks
at hand. For the purpose of this study, the following terminology will be defined as
follows:
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Socratic Seminar – Socratic seminars have been described as “structured
discourse about ideas and moral dilemmas” (Tredway, 1995). The National Paideia
Center describes Socratic Seminars as “collaborative, intellectual dialogue facilitated
with open-ended questions about a text” (Billings & Roberts, 2003). Socratic seminars
may be viewed as “a constructive format for discussion [that] help facilitate a spirit of
shared inquiry among students as they discover meaning in a given text” (Chowning,
2009). Adler (1982) noted learning involves understanding ideas which is supported by
implementing questioning and discussion of critical texts. According to Adler, seminars
support achievement of these goals and students are students challenged to question and
examine issues present in the text as well as articulate their varied perspectives. The
process of collaboration encourages active learning that promotes analysis and
application of concepts in multiple ways (Perkins, 1993).
Comprehension – Comprehension is defined as “the product of word decoding
and linguistic comprehension” (Gough & Tunmer, 1986). Recent research posits reading
comprehension is fluid and changes but is situated between decoding and facility with
language (Catts, 2018). Catts, Adolf, and Weismer (2006) stated in early development,
decoding is representative of reading comprehension however linguistic competence
becomes more characteristic of reading comprehension once skill with decoding has been
mastered. Perfetti, Landi, and Oakhill (2005) stated “reading comprehension requires the
coordination of multiple linguistic and cognitive processes including, but not limited to,
word reading ability, working memory, inference generation, comprehension monitoring,
vocabulary, and prior knowledge.”
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Collaboration – Collaboration is defined as “a situation in which two or more
people learn or attempt to learn something together” (Dillenbourg, 1999). Roschelle and
Teasley (1995) define collaboration more specifically as “mutual engagement of
participants in a coordinated effort to solve a problem together,” (as cited in Dillenbourg
et al., 1996). Collaborative learning activities provide opportunities for students to
provide explanations of their understanding of the material they have read, which in turn
situates them to elaborate and reorganize their funds of knowledge. Collaborative
exchanges provide forums for social interaction which in turn creates a stimulus for
elaboration of ideas. As participants of the group exchange explanations of their ideas
conceptual understanding increases (Van Boxtel, et al., 2000).
Critical Literacy – Wolk (2013) defines critical literacy as “a view and
interaction with the world, and the possession of the skills and desire to evaluate society
and create a greater democracy through the equitable use of power.” Gee (1990) views
critical literacy as “a set of socially and culturally situated practices, rather than simply
as a range of technical academic skills that operate at an individual level.” Proponents
of critical literacy highlight the relationship between meaning making, power, and
identity (Janks, 2010). According to Louis et al., (2009) the shared perspective of
critical literacy is that “human action is mediated by language and other symbol
systems within particular cultural contexts” (p. 5).
Reader Response – Various approaches to literature that explore and seek to
explain the diversity of readers' responses to literary works (Murfin & Ray, 1998). The
reader's active role in constructing meaning with reader, text, and context affecting the
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responses of individual readers (Beach, 1993).
Non-Traditional Adult Student – Individuals whose entry to college has been
delayed by at least one year following high school and is characterized as having
dependents, being a single parent, being employed full time, being financially
independent, attending part time, and not having a high school diploma (Association of
American Colleges and Universities, 2011).
Discourse – Systems of thoughts composed of ideas, attitudes, and courses of
action, beliefs and practices that systematically construct the subjects and the worlds of
which they speak (Faucault, 1972).
Identity – Perception of the whole person; it implies not only a relation to
specific activities, but a relation to social communities (Lave & Wenger, 1991, p. 53).
Self-efficacy – Bandura (1986) defined self-efficacy as, “people’s judgments of
their capabilities to organize and execute courses of action required to attain designated
types of performances” (p. 391). Based on Bandura’s definition self-efficacy, it is a
belief about perceived capability as opposed to actual ability related to a specific task.
Bandura’s (1986) definition of self-efficacy also relates to the idea that individuals’
perception of their efficacy relates directly to a goal. Bandura (1977) hypothesized that
self-efficacy affects an individual’s choice of activities, effort, and persistence and that
people who have low self-efficacy for accomplishing a specific task may avoid it, while
those who believe they are capable are more likely to participate. Additionally,
individuals with strong or high levels of efficacy will demonstrate greater tenacity and
endurance with a task than individuals who possess low levels of efficacy (Bandura,
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1977, 1997). Self-efficacy beliefs determine how people feel, think, motivate themselves
and behave. Such beliefs produce these diverse effects through four major processes.
They include cognitive, motivational, affective and selection processes (Bandura, 1994).
Motivation – The values, beliefs, and behaviors surrounding an activity (Cambria
& Guthrie, 2010). Previous research focused on motivation (Bandura, 1977; Eccles et al.,
1983; Nicholls, 1984, 1990; Wigfield, 1994) emphasized students' motivation to engage
in and complete tasks were inextricably linked to their efficacy or belief in their ability to
successfully complete those tasks.
Engagement – Responses that are relatively energized, active, effortful, and
involved; when students use their cognitive systems fully, with an emphasis on either
cognitive strategies or conceptual knowledge; any form of effort derived from using
complex strategies or deep knowledge for learning from text (Guthrie et al., 2004).
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CHAPTER 2
Review of Related Literature
The purpose of this chapter is to review the literature on the use of oral discourse
and its impact on reading comprehension. The review of literature also addresses the use
of Socratic seminars as a tool for supporting reading comprehension, the impact of oral
discourse strategies on adult students’ critical literacy, and ways in which engagement in
discourse communities define adult students’ identity, levels of efficacy and levels of
motivation in the classroom.
Reading Comprehension and Oral Discourse
Results of multiple studies indicate literacy is multifaceted (Phelps, 2005; Stevens
2010; Wendt, 2013; Westerveld, Trembath, Shellshear, & Paynter, 2015). Student
literacy, specifically students’ failure to critically process information and write fluently
and articulately is an ongoing issue at the secondary level, leading to profound challenges
with literacy and comprehension at the higher education level of education where the
experience for the transitioning adult continues to be defined by remedial courses (Binder
& Lee, 2012). At the turn of the decade Jackson and Doellinger (2002) introduced the
notion of the resilient reader, atypical of the student with traditional literacy deficits who
demonstrates struggles with both decoding and comprehension. This concept was
revisited by Binder and Lee (2012) who noted though the resilient reader struggles to
decode and recognize words in isolation, adequate levels of comprehension is achieved
(p. 2).
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This caliber of student as well as the antithesis of the resilient reader, those students who
can decode but struggle to comprehend complex texts are quickly typifying the urban
college campus. As the need for a more qualified workforce increases, and as
accessibility to higher education improves, resilient readers and non-traditional adult
students are more earnestly populating college classes and adult education programs.
Based on the skills gap therefore, some of America’s college classes are now defined by
continued deficiencies with literacy, and the American further educational sector as one
that focuses less on adult learners (Zaft, 2008). Practical solutions to this problem are a
growing concern, however researchers have identified a common thread in much of the
research on supporting this growing body of students – the non-traditional adult student –
most notably the positive impact of oral discourse on literacy, comprehension, critical
thinking, and also writing (Mills, 2009; Nystrand, 2006; Osborne, 2010; Sparks, 2012;
Zhang, 2008).
In a past study Alexander (2004) argued that opportunities to talk and experience
diversity as it relates to spoken language supported children’s ability to think and to
learn, and that discourse established the foundation for learning. Later studies have
indicated when students participate in scaffolded interactive discussions in the classroom
their comprehension of text is significantly deeper (Fisher, Frey, & Rothenberg, 2008;
Wolf, Crosson, & Resnick, 2006). On the contrary, students who demonstrate distinct
deficiencies with literacy and comprehension are disengaged and disconnected in the
classroom, ultimately demonstrating poor achievement levels. Nystrand (2006) stated
fostering an environment that utilizes authentic questions, incorporates students’
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responses into the discussions, and promotes behaviors that characterize reciprocity
between the students and teacher produces substantive engagement and higher levels of
student achievement. At the core is student’s improved levels of comprehension since
within the revised classroom environment students are more involved and committed to
the course material. In this revised classroom environment characterized by discourse
students are engaged in active inquiry that manifests itself in their responses to reading
text, discursive exploration, and ultimately responses to writing (Britton, 1969; Britton et
al., 1975).
Additional reinforcement is found in the research of Mellard, Becker-Patterson,
and Prewett (2007) whose studies reinforces work which addresses reading practices of
adult learners. Mellard et al. identified a direct correlation between reading practice,
proficiency, and ultimately adult literacy. According to the researchers, reading practices
of adult learners are shaped by a myriad of influences including education, age,
employment, socioeconomic status, learning disabilities, and gender. Most significantly
however, reading practice is contextual and directed toward a specific purpose or social
context such as educational attainment or vocational preparation. Subsequent research by
Hock and Mellard (2011) explains reading comprehension strategies integral to adults'
literacy success should be embedded in oral discourse which includes learning how to
generate questions related to text, learning how to summarize and draw inferences, and
using metacognitive strategies. Research in the area of comprehension may not be as
novel as the implications for adult comprehension strategies. Dooley (2011) addressed
comprehension development and the construction of meaning, and focused on the degree
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to which a reader interfaced with the text to make sense of the work. One key argument
was students demonstrated gains in comprehension and achieved academically when they
were exposed to substantive intellectual content and able to make visible connections to
global situations, i.e. “the world” (p.2). The results of early studies on comprehension
(Connelly, Johnston & Thompson, 2004) convey meaning as mental constructions. Prior
research by the authors addressed the comprehension of beginning readers and the role of
phonics as a catalyst in making meaning of text. Based on the results of a study of sixyear-old beginning readers, the researchers noted that differences in approaches impacted
the students’ comprehension performance suggesting implications for adolescent and
adult readers, and the various ways in which they respond to text.
McNaughton (2002) stated classroom instruction should acknowledge diverse
sources of information. Gonzalez, Moll, and Amanti (2005) noted the sources of
information adult students bring to the classroom shape their competence in the academic
setting. The connection between theoretical strategies that support comprehension and
the classroom instructional practice is manifested in student performance and improved
comprehension outcomes. Research by Palincsar and Brown (1984) demonstrated how
classroom interaction around texts positively impacted student comprehension. These
concepts are directly impacted by the transactional theory of reading (Rosenblatt, 1978),
the reciprocal relationships that exist within the learning community, and the impact of
discourse on comprehension. According to Gee (2001), “discourse is an interplay among
words, acts, values, beliefs, attitudes, and social identities” (p. 526). Forms of discourse,
cognitive talk and extra-textual talk are indicators that children’s comprehension is
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positively impacted when they are thus engaged (McKeown et al., 2009), and ultimately
“strategies may not lead students to consider text content directly but indirectly” (p. 243),
extending the ways in which they think critically and comprehend. Cognitive talk also
emerged in research by Kucan and Beck (1997); viewed as a tool for both inquiry and
instruction, the strategy has proven effective developing readers’ proficiency while
promoting “collaborative, dialogic, and reciprocal efforts for interacting with text and
with one another in order to construct meaning from text” (p. 291). Critical and cognitive
conversation as a catalyst for comprehension continues to be academically and culturally
relevant. To engage adult learners so that their literacy levels are elevated, it is
imperative that the discourse is culturally relevant (May, 2011). When students’
experiences with texts are animated within specific contexts and they are provided with
opportunities to utilize their experiences to contextualize information, their educational
experiences are heightened and output is more productive. Of extreme importance is that
the generated conversation, though facilitated by the instructor, must emanate from the
students to ensure they experience direct benefits from the discourse (p. 28).
Varied forms of discussion in the classroom continues to support student
comprehension as evidenced by results of research by Murphy et al., (2009). Evidence of
their research strongly reinforces support from discussion for students’ literal and
inferential levels of comprehension, especially those “categorized as more efferent in
nature” (p. 759). In simultaneous research by Dallimore et al., (2008), class discussion
has been characterized as directly linked to critical thinking and problem solving; it
supplants traditional instruction because it transforms generic instruction into an evolved
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discussion involving higher-level reflective thinking and problem solving. The link to
comprehension is more direct; based on Dallimore’s findings, discussion may be credited
for increased levels of participation as well as “comfort with participation, confidence
about future participation and the effect of participation on learning” (p. 167).
Additionally, as demonstrated by findings from earlier research by Boyd and Rubin
(2006), the results extend beyond the realm of discourse as being only supportive of
comprehension, and opens a new forum that suggests discussion prompts student
perception and engagement. The degree to which students become involved and engaged
“shapes the way they respond to directions and questions, and their level of comfort with
their learning” (p. 165).
Students’ dialogic interactions in the classroom can very clearly involve analytical
expressions that permit them to identify, extract, and utilize relevant details from text;
this extends their levels of comprehension which may ultimately lead to increased
academic performance. The benefits of dialogic learning equate with high literacy levels.
The more adept a student becomes with reading determines the degree to which that
student develops cognitive abilities that allow for the composition of meaning and
comprehension (Smagorinsky, 2001). Intellectual discourse is a deliberate and directed
act that involves a combination of complex cognitive activities. Engaging students in
forms of dialogic learning promotes reflective thinking (Alfassi, 2009); additionally,
exposure to discussions that adopt more critical-analytic and expressive approaches
expose students to opportunities for more high-level thinking and reasoning. Research
has found differences in approaches to discourse lead to differences in the “opportunities
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for individual and collective reasoning” with more “critical-analytic approaches
[showing] high incidences of both elaborated explanations and exploratory talk” (Soter et
al., 2008, p. 389). Oral discourse strategies are proving to be successful for both
adolescent and adult literacy students (Sparks, 2012), since students are provided with a
forum to exchange and critically challenge ideas. At the core of discourse
comprehension is meaning construction stemming from inferences extracted from a
myriad of sources, and using oral language to establish and maintain connections or
schematic contexts. The connections that result in comprehension are not isolated
entities but ideas that are applied within and across local and global contexts. According
to Sparks, “establishing such connections relies on the integration of information from
prior discourse contents, as well as from prior knowledge” (p. 171).
Socratic Seminars and Cooperative Learning
Another discourse strategy that supports comprehension is the use of Socratic
seminars, a form of intellectual discourse where students take an active role in learning
(Tredway, 1995) by engaging in cooperative learning activities which in turn enhances
intellectual exchanges and social and cultural components of learning. The core premise
of the activity engages in critical questioning about a written work, then through the
generation of more questions further explore the whole text through the active lens of
discussion (Chorzempa & Lapidus, 2009). Within these seminar discussions, students,
assuming roles as moderators recognize greater relevance and self-applicability regarding
the knowledge being acquired as the activities promote advanced critical thinking and
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analytical skills. Exploration of earlier research that addressed the impact of Socratic
instruction on students’ motivation (Strong, 1996) was conducted by Mee (2000), who
studied the impact of Socratic Seminars on three 7th grade student’s motivation to learn;
her findings indicated the students felt motivated to engage and learn as a result of their
participation in the Socratic Seminar. Reasoning included students feeling safe within
the Socratic classroom environment, having a sense of autonomy regarding how they
learned, and an increased sense of confidence as they explored and shared ideas with
their classmates, findings that were reinforced with later research that explored the
effectiveness of Socratic methods with reluctant readers (Mee, 2005). These findings
were simultaneously validated by Copeland (2005) who examined the ways in which the
process of questioning embedded in dialogue motivated students to be more engaged in
classroom activities.
Vygotsky (1978) placed immense emphasis on the social and cultural aspects of
learning and recognized the multiple variables responsible for shaping social influence
and cognitive ability. Vygotsky’s theories stressed the experiences of learning as
dialectic in nature, and an interaction between a learner, and more capable peers and
adults (Smagorinsky & Fly, 1993). While the presence of the teacher was a force, the
interactions and discourse derived from peers carried equal weight and contributed to
understanding. Discourse emanating from small groups functioned as an extension of the
scaffolding provided by the teacher, especially when the nature of the discourse revolved
around inquiry that facilitated interpretation and critical discussion (Smagorinsky & Fly,
1993). More recent research (Gillies, 2004) reinforced the importance of cooperative and
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small group learning. Recognizing cohesion, willingness, and respect emanating from
structured groups, it becomes incumbent that these behaviors through participation are
encouraged as a means of supporting learning outcomes.
Likewise, McIntyre, Kyle, and Moore (2006) recognized the importance of
collaboratively sharing ideas in an educational community that promoted understanding.
Placing importance on the classroom culture the researchers acknowledged “a democratic
classroom culture…is one that reflects guidance from the teacher, intervention when
necessary, and a constant nudging toward high-level work” (p. 60). Key to this however
is the idea that students must be involved in the process to a greater degree than simply
receiving information from the teacher. Within a group format, students assume an
active role mediating their own understanding. Finkel (1999) acknowledged at various
levels there are issues regarding how students are engaged in the classroom, but
challenging students to consider theoretical information in a real-world context enhances
the degree to which they interact, think critically, and comprehend information (p. 33).
The benefits of small group discourse communities facilitate stronger levels of
communication between student groups, and between the students and the teacher as the
conversation and questioning becomes a reciprocal process. Most specifically, use of the
Socratic methodology supports the development of ideas through open-ended questioning
technique and authentic feedback (Lane, 2016). Socratic methods as a catalyst for
student centered learning promotes engagement, greater efficacy, increased
comprehension, retention and more critical talk stemming from engaging dialogue (p.
603).
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For many students, the struggle to comprehend extends beyond traditional
conceptions; for many adults, ability and performance directly correlates with perception
and motivation. To this degree, the various representations of literacy must be
considered when completely educating adult students. The impact of discourse can be
seen directly and indirectly on areas other than comprehension, e.g. applying discourse
methods to instruction helps students to develop their oral communication through
facility with language, their skills with analysis, and skill with critical and evaluative
thinking (Kapanadze, 2018). To produce meaningful and efficient conversation, students
are required to engage both orally and cognitively. Because of the direct relationship
between discourse and student cognition, engaging students in meaningful conversation
results in cognitive engagement (Smart & Marshall, 2012). The relationship is
reciprocal, but it is contingent upon specific shifts in the classroom discourse dynamic,
and specific questioning techniques that allow students to respond in ways that support
their levels of achievement and engagement (p. 557).
Classroom culture also significantly impacts students’ engagement. Based on
evidence of prior research, students demonstrate greater levels of engagement when
provided with opportunities to respond to, interact with, and contest the established
interpretations and opinions of their peers, as well as the multi-dimensions and ethos of a
literary work (Almasi & McKeown, 1996). Those levels of student engagement also
increase when they are permitted to “share their opinions about the text, and question the
meaning of the text” (p. 141). The act of employing interpretive tools that allows
students to piece together information lead to active engagement with the text and
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ultimately supports cognitive behaviors. Engagement however is not a solitary activity,
and research continues to address the impact of whole and small group work on student
learning.
Identify, Self-Efficacy, and Motivation
Based on their study on identity, Komarraju and Dial (2014) found when students
were comfortable with what was described as their academic identities, and felt relevant
in their classes they were motivated to perform. Citing the work of Oyserman and Destin
(2010), the researchers noted students persisted longer at a challenging task when they
found it to be meaningful and significant. Conversely, students who were unsure of their
academic selves were more likely to abandon tasks when they encountered challenges
associated with the activity (p.1). A student’s sense of self greatly influences choices
such as attendance, and behaviors such as participation in the classroom (Oyserman &
Destin, 2010). Student participation in small groups possess the potential to positively
impact student learning and comprehension, however, students within the groups as well
as facilitators of these groups must recognize the contribution each brings to the group
interaction and the abilities of each participant because how students view themselves
largely determines their responses and impacts their performance both cognitively and
academically. How individuals view themselves is shaped by their current environment,
reshaped by their social or academic goals, and contingent on how they perceive
themselves as viewed by others (Hall, 2009). How students identify themselves in the
classroom impacts how they transact with academic tasks and ultimately how they
respond academically. An individual’s identity therefore is shaped in large part by his
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self-efficacy regarding a particular task.
Wieber et al., (2010) categorized feelings of self-efficacy in two ways noting
individuals may feel capable of successfully completing a specific action or end goal, or
capable of completing the process or steps to attain the end goal. According to the
researchers, the first type of self-efficacy is specific and only focuses on the completion
of the goal-directed behavior whereas the second type of self-efficacy is general and is
concerned with the completion of the behaviors associated with attaining the goal. When
students believe they are capable of completing a task, their approaches to classroom
activities demonstrate confidence as opposed to students who labor over the steps without
confidence they are capable of completing the eventual task. Bandura (1993) recognized
human behavior is “regulated by fore-thought embodying cognized goals” and “personal
goal setting is influenced by self-appraisal of capabilities” (p. 118). Essentially, the
individual who holds a strong belief in his ability to successfully complete a task is more
likely to maintain a strong challenge and commitment to goal completion. Consequently,
because ability is not resolute, perception regarding ability varies and ultimately
approaches to, and task completion.
Adult students with low cognitive self-efficacy, though engaged in academic
tasks, bring to the activity “low aspirations and weak commitments to the goals they
choose to pursue; they maintain a self-diagnostic focus rather than concentrate on how to
perform successfully” (p. 144). This low cognitive self-efficacy translates into poor
academic performance in the classroom. According to Bandura (1997) high self-efficacy
leads to heightened persistence to strive for a self-set or assigned goal when attainment of
the goal is threatened by encountering difficulties. Given high self-efficacy, people
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respond to facing difficulties by trying out available strategies to still reach the desired
goal whereas people with low self-efficacy do not take this extra effort. (p. 5).
Researchers such as Guthrie, Wigfield, and Vonsecker (2000), and Wigfield, Eccles, and
Rodriguez (1998) argue students’ low self-efficacy hinder their motivation to engage
academically. Such behaviors only negatively impact student academic performance.
When students view themselves as academically deficient, the lack of motivation they
exhibit reinforces not simply their self-perception, but also how they are viewed and
identified by others, promoting academic and social marginalization. To counter these
attitudes, redefining the self and others’ perceptions is necessary.
Motivation and efficacy share a symbiotic relationship. Prior research on
motivation and motivation theory has addressed adolescent motivation in the classroom,
however, though the motivation factor for adult learners is different than it is for children
(Knowles, 1984), adult learners are motivated in various ways, and many adults are
motivated to engage in learning for various reasons (Knowles, Holton, & Swanson,
2012); motivation theories are relevant to students of all ages, including adult learners.
Of key importance is the understanding that age critically impacts an individual’s
efficacy (Multon et al., 1991) as children and adolescents perceive concepts such as
ability, task difficulty and effort differently than adults (Nicholls, 1984). Bandura (1997)
described motivation as possessing the elements needed to stimulate the desire to work
towards goal attainment, and self-efficacy as the belief in one's capabilities to carry out,
organize and perform a task successfully. Based on Bandura’s cognitive theory,
individuals acquire information to evaluate efficacy beliefs from their actual performance
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on a task, by observing other people complete tasks, through external encouragement,
and from physiological and affective states through which individuals may determine
their capabilities (Bandura, 1997). Students who engage in self-doubt and succumb to
emotional and psychological stresses demonstrate lower levels of self-efficacy as
opposed to students who are excited about their undertakings and demonstrate increased
levels of self-efficacy (Hibbs, 2012).
Elmotaleb and Sahalof (2013) identified both efficacy and motivation as
necessary for task completion and goal attainment despite challenges associated with a
task. According to the researchers, students with high senses of efficacy are more open
to accepting challenging tasks, demonstrate better time management and tenacity, are less
anxious when faced with obstacles, and are less myopic and more flexible to learning and
adapting. According to Sparks (2014), a substantial number of American teenagers
remain spectacularly unmotivated and unengaged in schooling, and entry-level college
students are struggling to maintain the self-efficacy and motivation needed to accomplish
rigorous and challenging academic tasks. Essentially students with greater self-efficacy
are less inclined to failure (Bandura, 1986; Pajares & Schunk, 2002) and students with
demonstrated higher levels of self-efficacy tend to demonstrate greater academic selfmotivation (Zimmerman, Bandura & Martinez-Pons, 1992).
Critical Literacy
To fully comprehend the impact of strategies that would support the
comprehension and literacy levels of adult learners, because literacy is contextual, it is
imperative to define what it means to be literate, and recognize literacy is varied
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involving social practice, critical and multi-literacies (Perry, 2012). Theorists such as
Gee (1996), Halliday (1973), and Bakhtin (1986) recognized language as not simply a
communicative tool, but contextually relevant and defined by specific cultural contexts.
According to Perry (2012), literacy is one form of language use (p.52), and recognizing
“literacy as a situated social practice” (p. 53) establishes other theoretical perspectives
regarding literacy. Street (1984) presented literacy as being either autonomous (formal,
technical, skills based), or ideological (embedded in practice), and contrasted both
models. With both perspectives, a specific social goal – that of engagement – directly
connects the acquisition of knowledge or drive to become literate (Perry, 2012). In
addition to the social implications of being literate, an ever-changing world demands
evolving perspectives about what it means to be literate.
Luke (2012) defined the term literacy as “the reading and writing of text” (p. 5).
A literate individual should demonstrate behaviors that are indicative of not simply
traditional literacy (Allatt, 2017; Dando, 2016; Marsh, 2008) which involves the act of
decoding and regurgitation of information, but should also possess and successfully apply
to the process of navigating text and negotiating information the strategies that support
the effort to become literate (Allen, 2004; Fisher, Frey & Williams, 2002; Miller &
Veatch, 2010; Turner, 1995). Literacy skills require on-going development efforts. In
early childhood, in adolescence, and in adulthood researchers are focusing on reading
development using meaningful language and print activities for emergent readers
(Brown, 2014), issues regarding self-efficacy and student engagement using multi-modal
texts, the literacy demands of content areas classes, challenges encountered by struggling
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readers, issues related to critical literacy, and approaches to instruction that support
adolescents’ investment in their learning (Alvermann, 2002) ), and the specific nature of
the difficulties that adults face in acquiring or strengthening their reading and writing
skills, as well as appropriate interventions for this adult population based on their
demonstrated needs (Hernandez, McCardle, & Miller, 2010).
In addition to research focused on early literacy instruction (Dennis & Horn,
2011; Goodwin, Lipsky & Ahn, 2012), there has been interest in the area of literacy
strategies for students with disabilities (Downing, 2005). Compared with the plethora of
information relating to adolescent literacy strategies that support comprehension at the
elementary, intermediate, and high school levels, there is much less research on support
for adult students newly entering the higher education forum, presenting a gap in the
literature. Gruenbaum (2012) noted high numbers of college students struggle with the
literacy skills they require for success at the college level specifically with respect to
reading and writing (p.110). Citing research by Hammond (2008) and a Jobs for the
Future report (2005), Gruenbaum stated college students demonstrate a combination of
poor metacognition and comprehension on college level academic tasks (p. 110). These
issues are not novel; according to Snyder, Tan and Hoffman (2004) remedial coursework
characterize the first year of college for many students. For the returning adult college
student with poor metacognition skills, the challenge is even greater. Identifying
instructional strategies that benefit adult students who are inexperienced with higher
education may provide long term support characterized by retention of those students
who enter college after an extended sabbatical from academics. It may also result in a
decrease in the number of remedial courses needed at the college level.
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Cope and Kalantzis (2000) identifies another form of literacy – multi-literacies –
that, while derived from literacy as social practice is at the same time a separate entity,
placing greater significance on those everyday situations that promote literacy. The
theme of power relationships connects both forms of literacy. From the perspective of
social practice, power shapes literacy (Street, 1984), while the multi-literate framework
promotes the acquisition of power through practice (Kress, 2000a, 2000b) as opposed to
only print knowledge for understanding. Luke (2012) defined the term critical literacy as
a system that “entails the developmental engagement by learners with the major texts,
discourses and modes of information…by providing students with technical resources for
analyzing how texts and discourses work” (p.224). Earlier definitions (Luke, 2004) noted
critical literacy involved the use of traditional and technological print and other media
communication to analyze, critique, and transform the systems and practices that
governed daily life. Early proponents of critical literacy addressed this theme of power;
according to Freire (2001), “it is important to understand literacy as the relationship of
learners to the world” (p. 173). To be literate therefore involves more than possessing an
awareness of language; it extends to the individual’s ability to make direct connections to
real world contexts and use that information for self-development or self-empowerment.
According to Freire, “Literacy makes sense only in these terms, as the consequences of
men’s beginning to reflect about their capacity for reflection, about the world, about their
position in the world, about the encounter of consciousness” (p. 106).

In an attempt to counteract the feelings of marginalization that some adult learners
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may experience as a result of their low self-efficacy and motivation in the classroom, it is
important to support and reinforce their skill with traditional literacy, but also extend
their experience with literacy to encourage them to become critically literate. According
to Beck (2005), the critically literate individual possesses an “attitude toward texts and
discourses that questions the social, political, and economic conditions under which those
texts were constructed” (p. 382). Students who may identify as being limited in one
context but not another can benefit from an understanding of why personal, academic or
social goal setting is relevant to overall literacy. According to Howard and Logan
(2012), literacy is educational currency (p. 59). Students who assume a critically literate
stance develop their critical consciousness and experiences individual, intellectual, and
social emancipation through discussion of culturally and socially relevant issues (p. 61).
Literacy education encompasses an understanding of the rights of the individual and
extends to an awareness of the concept of “liberty, personal development, cultural capital
and justice” (p. 62). In this social form of literacy encourages learners to address tangible
issues that impact their daily existences, the teacher is introduced as a partner in learning
as opposed to a source of knowledge, and the concept of education is explored as students
engage actively with problems within society as opposed to being passive recipients of
generic facts (Shor, 1992). For students who feel marginalized because of their academic
performance which in turn stems from issues with identity, efficacy, and motivation, the
adoption of an emancipated educational stance is a step towards supporting critical
thinking and redefining their personalities in the classroom.
McLaughlin and DeVoogd (2004) noted exposure to critical literacy supports the
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expansion of reasoning and active thinking (p. 52). When students are prompted to read
from a critical stance, they use their background knowledge to decipher the relationships
between their ideas and those conveyed by the author of the text. Navigating the text in
this way readers are tooled to make meaning and critically evaluate the content (Luke &
Freebody, 1999) and author the text through multiple lenses. Durrant and Green (2001)
reflected similar findings in what they described as authentic learning within situated
social practice using discourse (p. 151). When students read from a critical stance they
essentially are prompted to raise questions about whose voices are represented, those
missing voices, those who benefit or lose by the reading of or exposure to a text. For
students to read from a critical stance they are required to not only read and understand
the words but "read the world" and understand the purpose of the text to avoid being
manipulated (Freire, 1970). This aligns on the ideas of Pearson (2001) who noted
students benefit from awareness of authorial intent and sociocultural influences to
develop a critical awareness.
The principles of critical literacy are embedded in issues of power, reflection,
transformation, and action (McLaughlin & DeVoogd, 2004). Critically literate students
question existing perspectives, reflects on gaps in conversations, and “about whose
[voices] might be missing, discounted, or silenced...drawing from their background
knowledge to create this transformation” (p. 54). In earlier research, McLaughlin (2001)
noted expression of ideas from a plethora of perspectives challenged students to expand
their own perspectives, and discover and embrace new understandings applicable to a
range of academic subjects. According to McLaughlin and DeVoogd (2004), critical
literacy “is a dynamic process that examines relationships, expands our thinking, and
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enlightens our perspectives as we read the word and the world” (p. 55); according to
Cummings and Sayers (1995), the principle of critical literacy also enables the critically
literate individual to focus on issues of power so that the adoptee of a critically literate
stance is able to become politicized and engage in action that challenges existing
structures of inequality and oppression (p. 23). To support the returning adult student
who demonstrates challenges in the college classroom it is necessary to create an
environment that promotes a critical stance (McLaughlin & DeVoogd, 2004). Citing
Serafini (2003), the researchers stated the result of becoming critically literate is one of
open-mindedness as critically literate individuals engage in active, strategic reading
processes, and are capable of viewing text with greater inquiry or from a more critical
perspective. The critically literate individual understands the “information presented in
texts, magazines, newspapers, song lyrics, and websites is has been authored from a
particular perspective for a particular purpose” (p. 56), and recognizes the inherent bias
that exists.
Theoretical Framework
Constructivist Theory
Constructivism, specifically social constructivism originated from John Dewey
(1963) who stated language facilitated learning through shared collaboration of thoughts
and feelings. Shor (1992) viewed constructivism as a tool for building critical funds of
knowledge. According to St. Pierre-Hirtle (1996), constructivism creates avenues for
learning through inquiry and “learners mediate knowledge within a social context”; as
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such “the role of language in a constructivist environment is that of mediator between the
learner and the world, shaping and extending thought” (p. 91). Seminal theorist
Vygotsky (1986) noted “learners are moved forward through stages of cognitive
development through socially mediated situations” (p.34), noting additionally that “the
primary function of speech in children and adults is communication—social contact” (p.
35). Vygotsky further noted “words, both spoken and written in a social context, mediate
meaning that helps lead to the construction of concepts or knowledge. Words function as
tools which help accomplish the work of learning—mobilization of knowledge” (p. 91).
Prior to Vygotsky, Foucault (1971) noted critical thinking develops through the
process of problem-solving using language as a catalyst within a specific discourse.
Bevevino, Dengel, and Adams (1999) characterized the process of learning as an inquiry
approach and based it on Piaget’s cognitive development principles (1976). In the former
research the authors noted the construction of knowledge through inquiry, exploration,
discussion, application and expansion supported student development. Citing Brown et
al., (1995), Applefield, Huber, and Moallem (2001) noted construction of knowledge is a
direct result of shared interactions. According to Applefield et al., “the role of the learner
is conceived as one of building and transforming knowledge” (p. 37). Based on the
theory of social constructivism, human development is socially situated and individuals
are able to construct knowledge through direct and indirect interaction with others
(McKinley, 2015). Embedded in theories of social constructivism is the belief that
classroom group discussions create opportunities for the generalization and transference
of ideas and information, ultimately permitting for the development of a strong
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foundation for communication among students (Palincsar, 1998).
Seminal research conducted by Brown, Collins, and Duguid, (1989), and Rogoff
(1990) also explored the concept of social (also viewed as) dialectical constructivism.
According to the researchers, knowledge begins or is constructed when individuals
interact, when there is explicit sharing and debating amongst individuals. Because social
constructivism is decidedly collaborative, emphasis must be placed on social exchanges
for students to experience cognitive and intellectual growth in the classroom. The impact
of dialogue as it relates to constructivist theory is extremely important. Brown (1994)
and Brown and Campione (1994) cited dialogue as the catalyst for acquiring knowledge.
The author acknowledged the discursive exchanges characterized by questioning,
explaining, and challenging existing ideas “engender a spirit and culture of openness,
exploration and a shared commitment to learning” (p. 38). Through the constructivist
theory, the idea of discussion is vital to cementing students’ ability to engage in response
strategies such as thinking critically, synthesizing ideas, and systematically building upon
levels of learning is validated (Corden, 2001). Additionally, participating in these forums
supports students’ overall engagement which increases their levels of motivation and
collaborative skills (Dyson, 2004), as well as creates an environment where students are
afforded the opportunity to argue with persuasion and respect while developing a sense of
community and collaboration (Hale & City, 2002; Weber, Maher, Powell, & Lee, 2008).
The characteristic of the constructivist model is the shift to the students who are actively
involved in the learning process. Both teacher and student view knowledge as dynamic
and void of inertia; problem solving through inquiry and interactive discourse “promotes
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retention and in-depth processing associated with the cognitive manipulation of
information” (Nystrand, 1996).
Transformative Theory
Transformation is a fundamental change in personality and an expanded way of
thinking (Boyd, 1989). According to Merriam (2004), “the goal of transformational
learning is independent thinking” (p. 61). The theory of transformation (Mezirow, 1991,
2000) focuses on the process of re-evaluating ideologies and assumptions in an attempt to
promote growth and development. Mezirow (1991, 1995, & 1996) and Cranton (1994,
1996) noted inherent in transformative learning is “the process of effecting change in a
frame of reference” (p. 5). Mezirow notes a frame of reference involves multiple
components that are characterized as cognitive, conative, and emotional, and is also dual
dimensional, characterized by what is described as a habit of mind and a point of view.
Habits of mind are defined as abstract and habitual cognition, feelings and behaviors
influenced by specific assumptions that constitute a set of codes that may be “cultural,
social, educational, economic, political, or psychological” (p. 6). Transformation exists
when “habits of mind become articulated in a specific point of view—the constellation of
belief, value judgment, attitude, and feeling that shapes a particular interpretation” (p.6).
Transformation through learning is possible for adults because they have acquired
reasonable life experience that frames their perceptions of the world. Utilizing those
frames of reference as catalyst points, transformative learners within specific contexts
evolve towards new frames of references that that are less myopic and characterized by
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inclusion, self-reflection, and integration of experience (p. 7). Discourse is critical to this
transformation. Discourse validates knowledge being communicated since it is through
discourse that information and alternate perspectives are critically examined (p. 7).
According to Mezirow (2000) “fostering greater autonomy in thinking is both a goal and
a method for adult educators” and “achieving greater autonomy in thinking is a product
of transformative learning (p. 29).
According to Feinstein (2004), critical reflection and discourse are indicative of
genuine transformative learning. Highly constructivist in nature, transformative learning
incorporates Technical learning which focuses on the desire to acquire technical
knowledge, Dialectical or Communicative learning which emphasizes knowledge
obtained from social interaction and shared experiences with others, and Emancipatory
learning, knowledge which emphasizes self-discovery. Self-directed learning, more
directly connected to adult learning promotes “autonomy, initiative, independence and
love of learning” (p.208); it hinges on the individual’s critical literacy and a critical
knowledge of one’s social context. Bailey and Alfred (2006) noted “the transformational
learning theory of the adult education literature introduced by Mezirow and Freire speaks
to how adults use learning to make meaning of major live events and changes” (p. 49-50).
The adult student in the college classroom “bring a wealth of experience and knowledge
from their varying histories, context, geographies, and biographies…that help them
toward self-expression and in developing critical thinking skills” (p. 52). According to
Bailey and Alfred, “challenging students to think critically…contributes to their
intellectual growth” (p. 53). Ultimately, through the transformative process, students
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revise their perceptions and performance (Kitchenham, 2008). A forum best suited to
this process is the Socratic seminar which enables students to engage intellectually,
perform collaboratively, actively construct knowledge and develop the ability to think
critically (Tredway, 1995).
Inherent in the structure of Socratic discourse is the inquiry process whereby
students internalize the content through the activation of schema, making connections
primarily to personal or observed experiences, but more critically to other written
content. The process is the catalyst for intellectual and critical literacy; the product is the
critical construction of information; not merely the acquisition, but the internalization of
information. Seminars require skill with reasoning, analysis, and synthesis of
information (Woolever, 1987), all concepts that support the expansion of traditional
academic literacy and aid students as they experience a strategic extension of their
thinking. It is incumbent upon college course instructors to recognize prevalent
limitations regarding non-traditional adult students and provide opportunities for dialogic
sharing. Using various strategies that allows non-traditional adult students to actively
interface with the text and create meaningful interpretations also supports development in
other areas (Komarraju & Dial, 2008). Existing literature in the area of adult literacy
does not compare to the body of research that exists in the areas of early and adolescent
literacy. Currently, more research is needed to address the challenges adult learners face
with literacy, and strategies to support adult learners as they navigate the academic and
social platforms.
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CHAPTER 3
Methods
Comprehension is multidimensional and is segmented into listening
comprehension and reading comprehension; this study focused on the construct of
reading comprehension. The RAND Corporation’s Reading Study Group (2002) defined
comprehension as “the process of simultaneously extracting and constructing meaning
through interaction and involvement with written language” (p. xiii). The current study
aimed to gauge teachers’ perspectives of the impact of Socratic seminars and
collaborative discourse on students’ reading comprehension and critical literacy.
Additional goals were to identify factors that directly and/or indirectly impacted students’
academic performance and critical development, the measures taken by the course
professors to support their instruction, and the effect of those support strategies on
students’ intellectual growth. Chapter three includes a detailed description of the
participants and procedures utilized in the study to answer the following research
questions.
Research Questions
To better explore the impact of Socratic seminars and oral discourse on students’
reading comprehension and critical literacy the study will address the following research
questions:
1. How does student involvement in Socratic discourse support/impact student
comprehension and academic achievement?
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2. How does engagement in Socratic discourse impact motivation, efficacy, and
identity?
3. How are the traditional and critical literacies of non-traditional adult students
influenced by oral and collaborative discourse interactions?
Research Design
The current study followed a phenomenological model, which is one variant
characteristic of qualitative research (Creswell et al., 2007). In phenomenology
participants’ experiences are centralized as the researcher looks for commonality within
the phenomenon experienced so that the research and ultimate findings are guided by
“the participants’ specific statement and experiences rather than abstracting from their
statements to construct a model from the researcher’s interpretations (p. 252). At its core
of the phenomenological model are the philosophical assumptions embedded in lived
experiences that these experiences are viable and should be described not explained in an
attempt to understand human attitudes and behaviors (p.253). The Phenomenological
design for the current study consists solely of qualitative data collection and analysis that
was conducted in two stages: 1. qualitative data collection, and 2: qualitative data
analysis. The final stage of the research also consisted of interpretation of the qualitative
results.
Population and Sample
The observational component of the study was conducted in two English reading
classes at Borough College (pseudonym), a senior (4-year) urban college. The
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participants were selected from a convenience sample and consisted of freshman students
from two reading classes (n = 51) and course instructors (n = 6). Convenience samples
are commonly utilized with studies where it is necessary to observe habits, opinions, and
viewpoints in the easiest possible manner. The institution chosen for this study serves
homogeneous populations of primarily African American students of low to moderate
socio-economic status (SES). The English department curriculum reflects a series of
Essential Learning Outcomes (ELO) and Student Learning Outcomes (SLO) reflective of
the expectations outlined in the Association of American Colleges and Universities value
rubrics (www.aacu.org). Syllabi from both instructors align with the department
curriculum, however differences existed in the execution of the instruction. Class A
demonstrated teacher centered and guided approaches to instruction while Class B
demonstrated student centered and autonomous approaches to instruction. The disparity
in instructional style provides opportunity to explore the impact of various strategies used
in the college classroom and strategies that could potentially support students’
comprehension and development.
The English department within Borough College from which the sample was
recruited offers an Associate of Arts degree in English, a Bachelor of Arts degree in
English, and an Associate of Arts degree in African Diaspora Literature. Within the
English department the college employs 15 andragogues; 53% of the andragogues
possess 30 hours above a Master’s degree or a Doctorate. According to the Community
College Review Report for 2021 the total student enrollment at the college was 6638,
with 4705 students enrolled full-time, 1933 students enrolled part-time, and a student to

48

teacher ratio of 24:1. The ethnicity of the students in this institution are represented by
the following: Asian (4%), Hispanic (16%), African-American/Black (76%), Caucasian
(2%), Two or more races (1%), Non-Resident races (1%)
(www.communitycollegereview.com). For the academic year 2020-2021, “136 students
out of 994 candidates were reported to have completed their courses within 150% normal
time (i.e. in 6 years for 4-years BS degree)” and according to gender “29 male and 107
female students graduated” from their programs (www.collegetuitioncompare.com). The
institution has a ranking of #41 - #53 (U.S. News Best Colleges, 2021) and according to
2021 Niche Best Colleges this institution was ranked #306 of 1605 colleges for location
with an overall grade of C-.
Table 1
Institution’s Demographic Information
Borough College
•

Total Institution Enrollment = 6638

•

Ethnic/Racial Enrollment
o African American/Black (76%)
o Hispanic (16%)
o Asian (4%)
o Caucasian (2%)
o Multiracial (1%)
o Non-resident races (1%)

•

Gender
o Male = 28%
o Female = 72 %
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Enrollment statistics for the English department were not available for this report;
for the two classes observed Class A was comprised of 24 students (100% female) and
Class B was comprised of 27 students (10 males [37%] and 17 females [63%]). Class A
was predominantly (100%) African American/African West Indian while Class B was
predominantly African American (99%) with 1 student identifying as Middle Eastern.

Table 2
English Classes’ Demographic Information

Class A

Class B

•

Total Class Registration = 24

•

Total Class Registration = 27

•

Ethnic/Racial Enrollment

•

Ethnic/Racial Enrollment

•

o African American/Black
(92%)

o African American/Black
(99%)

o Hispanic (0%)

o Hispanic (0%)

o Asian (0%)

o Asian (0%)

o Caucasian (0%)

o Caucasian (1%)

o Multiracial (8%)

o Multiracial (0%)

o Non-resident races (0%)

o Non-resident races (0%)

Gender

•

Gender

o Male = 0%

o Male = 37%

o Female = 100%

o Female = 63%
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Curriculum Overview
The present study was designed to explore the impact of Socratic seminars and
oral discourse on students’ reading comprehension and critical literacy. The Liberal Arts
Division of the college provides no formal curriculum of study for English. The syllabi
for both classes were based on a generic model provided by the English department and
modified by the individual professors to reflect text preference, variety in resources
including use of media and technology, and use of discourse and discourse strategies.
The English department’s Reading and Composition courses of study are guided by
universal themes for exploration that directs development of the syllabi for the various
courses. For the academic year during which this study was conducted, the universal
theme was The Body in Time and Space, and all syllabi developed and reading texts
selected centered on this universal theme. Though literary works by prominent African
American authors were selected as curriculum resources, the curriculum for both classes
reflected diversity of authors, genres, and eras though the curricula of both courses
honored the core thematic concept. In theory the professors for both classes incorporated
discourse into their instruction however the instructional contexts of the classes differed
in execution based on each instructor’s philosophical influence.
Class A: Reader Response Strategy
One tenet of higher education courses is text selection. Professors and instructors
have greater autonomy of choice regarding supplemental resources used in their courses
and teachers’ philosophy on instruction heavily impacted these choices. In both classes
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the required texts were Literature: A Portable Anthology. 3rd ed., (Gardner et al., 2012),
published by Bedford/St. Martin and Lord of the Flies (Golding, 1954), published by
Faber and Faber. In Class A supplemental texts utilized represented an eclectic selection
from a diverse cadre of authors including Robert Frost, Alice Walker, Kate Chopin and
Jamaica Kincaid. The choice of supplemental texts chosen by the professor of Class A
reinforced the college’s theme of social justice and supported development of the
universal theme. In higher education course activity relies heavily on reading. Martin
and Stokes (2006) highlighted the importance of using materials that reinforced what
students were being taught so that they viewed the material as relevant to their
instruction. Additionally, quality and applicable reading resource materials improve
students' literacy skills, increase student satisfaction, improve students' academic
experience, and encourage student and faculty engagement (Martin & Stokes, 2006). The
professor of Class A used a reader response structure to guide instruction, to elicit
comprehension and support composition. Reader response includes five theoretical
perspectives: textual, experiential, psychological, social, and cultural (Beach, 1993).
Beach noted each perspective was a lens through which the reader transacted with the
information of the text and expanded comprehension (p. 17). The professor of Class A
underpinned the course instruction and discourse sessions with this theoretical structure
with the focus on eliciting comprehension and using composition to reinforce elicitations
from the texts.
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Class B: Writing Workshop Model
Using the same structured syllabus as Class A the professor of Class B also
utilized supplemental texts. Unlike Class A, the range of supplemental resources was
less broad. Most of the texts reflected writings of African American authors relevant to
the civil rights era with contemporary writings from authors such as Staples and West
included on the syllabus. The choice of supplemental texts chosen by the professor of
Class B also reinforced the college’s theme of social justice and supported development
of the universal theme. The differing philosophical influences between both instructors
were clear based on the execution of the instruction. Unlike the professor of Class A who
used oral discourse to support students’ comprehension the professor of Class B
structured pedagogy as a writing workshop with emphasis on development of skills of
composition using reading texts as a catalyst to achieve that goal. Previous studies
(Brooke et al., 1994) examined writing through a responsive lens noting:
Writing is a social act, like speaking, and … learning to write happens most easily
and most naturally in a conversational setting where writers dialogue with one
another throughout the development of their pieces. Just as growing children
learn oral language by trying to take part in the conversations around them slowly
developing competency over their language's structural rules through supportive
interaction with peers and adults so, too, growing writers naturally learn the
purposes, uses, and rules of writing through trying to take part in the written
conversations around them, aided by the supportive interaction of peers (p. 4).
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The application of discourse strategies with focus on composition was noted throughout
the observations. It is important to note the professor did emphasize text comprehension
though there did exist an inequity of focus.
Research Design
The current study followed a phenomenological model, which is one variant
characteristic of qualitative research. This approach to research was appropriate for this
study because it was based on the views of a number of participants; using this approach,
the researcher was able ground the research in specific statements and experiences of the
participants instead of utilizing abstractions from their statements to create a model that
was based on the researcher’s interpretations (Creswell et al., 2007). According to
Creswell, Hanson, Clark Plano and Moreles (2007), “the basic purpose of
phenomenology is to reduce the experiences of persons with a phenomenon to a
description of the universal essence” (p. 252). The researchers stated, as cited in van
Manen (1990), phenomenology was “a grasp of the very nature of the thing” (p.177). By
focusing on the nature of behavior, qualitative researchers identify what van Manen
(1990) described as “an object of human experience” (p. 163) which may be a plethora of
experiences or a solitary common experience. Students of different ages, backgrounds
and experiences have varied reactions to and interpretations of the same situations. How
students respond to instruction and ultimately learn and develop in higher educational
contexts is contingent on a number of factors. Likewise, the instructors’ educational
backgrounds, classroom experiences, instructional style and goals for the students from
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semester to semester define the evolution of the class perception and performance.
The study focused on the teacher perspectives of discourse on students’
comprehension and critical literacy however the relationship between the teacher and
student is symbiotic. The teachers’ experiences are guided by students’ responses and
conversely, the students respond to the teachers’ actions and perspectives, all of which
defines the culture of the classroom, students’ responses and interactions, the learning
process and how students make meaning and take away meaning from the interactions.
The foundation for this phenomenological study borrows from two worldviews, the
constructivist learning theory and the transformative learning theory. Narayan et al.,
(2013) states the focus of constructivism is to support the learner’s active role in making
meaning of information. The core of constructivism is the recognition that knowledge is
not a transferable entity but a component of learning, which is a process that is contingent
on cognitive stimulation and engagement (Bretz, 2001). Cranton (2006) states the goal of
transformative learning is to provide forums where “students and educators can develop
genuine relationships in which the educator makes a difference in the students' lives and
feels a difference in his or her own life as well” (p. 8). Using these two paradigms it was
this researcher’s goal to better understand how these classroom experiences impacted
these two dynamics, the educator and the learner.
Data Collection and Analysis: Phenomenological Design
Phase 1: Qualitative Data Collection (Stage 1)
Procedures. The first phase of the Phenomenological Design involved collection
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of qualitative data. Qualitative research is typically viewed as a preliminary effort of
quantitative studies and reinforcement for what is typified as rigorously verified findings
(Glaser & Strauss, 1966), however qualitative analysis has increasingly been considered
as an “adequate and efficient method of obtaining information and for contending with
the difficulties of an empirical research situation” (p. 56). The aim of qualitative research
is to address questions that are concerned with gaining insight into understanding the
dimensions of human experiences. A key component of qualitative research is ensuring
“the research participants’ subjective meanings, actions and social contexts, as
understood by them, are illuminated” (Fossey, Harvey, McDermott & Davidson, 2002).
For the purpose of this study this researcher chose to source qualitative data from
interviews, classroom observations, and focus groups. In qualitative research interviews
are viewed as a common method of data collection and may be used alone or in tandem
with other methods of qualitative data collection (Peters & Halcomb, 2015). The
interview process utilized semi-structured interview questions, i.e. this researcher utilized
predefined questions to allow room for exploration of ideas that emerged from the
participants’ responses. It was the opinion of this researcher that this option could
produce powerful data and insights into the participants’ experiences, perceptions and
opinions. Another source of qualitative data used was classroom observations.
Observations are considered as a fundamental approach to qualitative research that
involves the researcher’s reliance on innate observational skills to collect information
(McKechnie, 2008). Adler and Adler (1994) characterized observations as the
“fundamental base of all research methods” in the social and behavioral sciences
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(p. 389). To thoroughly appreciate the impact of discourse on teachers’ classroom
instruction and how receptive students were to these strategies this researcher considered
classroom observations an appropriate lens through which to view students’
responsiveness. The third source of information for the study was derived from focus
groups. According to researchers Gill, Stewart, Treasure and Chadwick (2008), “focus
groups are used for generating information on collective views, and the meanings that lie
behind those views. They are also useful in generating a rich understanding of
participants’ experiences and beliefs” (p. 294). It was this researcher’s belief that many
of the participants, both teachers and students might have similar experiences and I was
interested in the unified picture that would result from this collective conversation and
how the varied perspectives would enrich the study.
Teacher Interviews. Following IRB approval and the subsequent academic
institution’s approval (see Appendices) I contacted potential teacher participants in two
ways, via email and physically approaching them to gauge interest. The target teacher
population was a convenience sample as the teachers I approached were colleagues
employed with the college where I previously worked. I further communicated with the
teachers who agreed to participate in the study via email and provided them with
information explaining the study in greater detail. I met with them at a mutually agreed
upon location on the college campus and delivered the consent forms for completion.
Upon receipt of the completed professor consent forms I scheduled meeting times at a
mutually agreed upon location on the college campus with the participants (n = 6) for
completion of the professor interviews and emailed a script of potential interview
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questions to each participant. An additional participant was involved in the focus group
in lieu of an original interview participant. The participants were made aware the
interviews would be the catalyst of the study which was scheduled for the entire semester
as well as opportunities to observe the classroom pedagogy and interview students as a
construct of the research. The participants agreed upon the parameters established for the
study. I emphasized to all participants I would be available in person and via phone and
email to respond to any questions or concerns that might arise during the course of the
study. Most participants had been educated at the Master’s level and two had attained
doctoral degrees. Most participants had been educators in excess of 10 years. One
participant had experience as the department coordinator for the reading and composition
program at the institution. Table 3 represents the demographic information for all teacher
participants. As previously stated the teacher interviews were based on the use of semistructured open-ended questions. The goal was to gather as much information from the
participant perspective as possible that was meaningful and rich in insight and personal
experiences.
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Table 3
Demographic Information for Teacher Participants
Participant

Course Level

Gender

Total Years
Teaching

Highest Degree

Teacher 1

Freshman
English

F

18

Master’s Degree

Teacher 2

Freshman
English

F

17

Master’s Degree

Teacher 3

Freshman
English

F

14

Master’s Degree

Teacher 4

Freshman
English

F

19

Master’s Degree

Teacher 5

Freshman
English

F

19

Doctoral Degree

Teacher 6

Course
Coordinator

M

7

Doctoral Degree

Classroom Observations. Upon completion of the individual professor
interviews I approached two participants from the group with requests to observe their
respective classrooms. These two participants were identified based on the convenience
of their scheduled classes in relation to the researcher’s professional schedule. Both
classes were Freshman Reading and Composition classes. The first class referred to
earlier as Class B was a level I Freshman English class and was comprised of newly
enrolled freshman students (n = 27). The course professor and I agreed on an appropriate
day to introduce myself and the study to her students. Upon arrival to the class the
professor made all necessary introductions and I provided the details of my study and
requested student participation. All students verbally agreed to participate in the study
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and I followed up by providing all participants with the requisite consent forms which I
collected when completed. Based on the parameters of the study I informed the course
professor a minimum of five classroom observations over the course of the semester
would be conducted. Class B convened twice weekly on Tuesdays and Thursdays from
6:45 pm – 9:00 pm. The second class referred to earlier as Class A was a Level II
Freshman English class and was comprised of students (n = 24) who had completed the
first semester of their freshman year. Similarly to the first class the course professor
made the necessary introductions and I provided the details of my study and requested
student participation. As with the previous class, all students verbally agreed to
participate in the study and were provided on-site with the requisite consent forms which
were filled out immediately and collected upon completion. The professor of Class A
was similarly informed and it was agreed that based on the parameters of the study a
minimum of five classroom observations over the course of the semester would be
conducted. Class A convened on Mondays from 6:00 pm – 9:00 pm. The goal of the
classroom observations was to gauge the students’ individual responses to the texts and
strategies for reading, the levels and quality of interaction between individual and among
groups of students as the reading strategies were implemented, and between the students
as a collective and the professor as the students were challenged to transact on deeper
levels using the classroom strategies
Student Interviews. The participants for the student interviews were recruited
through the English department at Borough College and conducted simultaneously with
the classroom observations. Based on the focus of the study and the department’s
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commitment to the use of oral discourse as a tool of instruction, this researcher
approached the teacher participants and requested they refer some of their former
students who had experience with discourse in instruction and who would be interested in
participating in the interview process. Based on teacher outreach the researcher was
contacted via email (which was provided to all participants) by seven students who
agreed to participate in the interview process. All students were informed of the focus of
the study and were provided with the requisite consent forms which were collected upon
completion. Individual interviews were conducted off-campus at the researcher’s
professional office. The students were not compensated for their time spent participating
in the interview process. All interviews were semi-structured and open-ended questions
were used. According to Blee and Taylor (2002) because of the diversity of the
participants this form of interviewing yields more than simply information for review; the
researcher is typically privy to themes and multiple categories for analysis (p. 94).
Additionally the nature of the interview process allows “the respondents to generate,
challenge, clarify, elaborate or re-contextualize [their] understandings” (p. 94) while it
provides opportunities for the researcher to “scrutinize the semantic context of [the
participants] statements” (p. 94) which is valuable for understanding the context of the
shared narrative.
Student Focus Groups. Upon completion of the classroom observations,
students from both Class A and Class B were invited to participate in a focus group.
Initially one focus group was planned as part of the research, however the logistics
proved problematic because of varied student schedules, and the researcher made the
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determination to conduct a separate focus group for each class. An additional factor that
influenced the modification was the disparate pedagogical style and students’ responses
to their respective instruction. The researcher determined the ensuing contrast resulting
from the different course levels and other disparities regarding instruction might serve to
enrich the discussion. Of the 24 students in Class A, nine agreed to participate, and of the
27 students in Class B, six agreed to participate. The focus groups were conducted in the
adjunct office of the English Department on the campus. The students were not
compensated for their time spent participating in the focus groups. The questions posed
to the students reflected the student experience, their experience with reading, the
challenges they encountered as college students, their self-perceptions, levels of
motivation, and their understanding of the transformative process of the academic
experience. The question that served as the catalyst for the conversation among the
group participants: How have those experiences shaped the way you read and view
reading today? opened the conversation among the participants which facilitated a
discussion about their reading experiences in their English classes.
Teacher Focus Group. The final stage of data collection was the focus group of
the teachers interviewed at the inception of the study. Though the researcher was
familiar with the individual teachers, the participants collectively shared a professional
but remote relationship. The researcher was interested to learn how their individual
experiences connected on a common forum. Based on the results of prior research,
teachers’ pedagogy and instructional style is heavily influenced by their individual
philosophies (Shavelson & Stern, 1981; Tillema, 2000) and as Borg (2003) suggests,
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“teachers are active, thinking decision-makers who make instructional choices by
drawing on complex practically-oriented, personalized, and context-sensitive networks of
knowledge, thoughts, and beliefs” (p, 81). The teacher focus group which was held in the
adjunct office on the first floor of the English department developed from the perspective
of the teachers’ personal philosophy and experience in the classroom, and their responses
to student attitudes towards classroom discourse strategies, as well as remedial strategies
applied over the courses of their tenure. The guiding question was: Was your primary
instructional demographic (adults) always your focus? which allowed participants to
identify the factors that led them to a career teaching that specific demographic of adult
learners. A follow-up question was: With the focus on dialogic practice, a student’s
personal experience might be a key component for both successful interpretation and
discussion of a text. Interpretation also involves questioning techniques; do you feel
there is a shift from high level questioning, which supports critical literacy, or is there
too much of an expectation that the student should be able to engage in critical
questioning? which allowed the participants to address challenges with students’
classroom responses. At the conclusion of the focus group I asked the following
question: When faced with challenges as those that might arise in (4) above, how do you
circumvent or resolve those issues to ensure your dialogic objectives are achieved?
Which opened the discussion up to remedial efforts by the teachers to support their
students approaches to reading, comprehension and literacy. None of the participants
received compensation.
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For all individual and focus group interviews I recorded (audio) the interviews to
facilitate active listening of the participants’ narrative.
Transcripts. Transcribing data “involves judgements about what level of detail
to choose, data interpretation and data representation. According to Bailey (2007),
“representation of audible and visual data into written form is an interpretive process
which is therefore the first step in analyzing data” (p. 127). Transcription of all interview
data, i.e. data resulting from the individual teacher’ and students’ interviews, and the data
from the focus groups took place following all interview sessions. The individual
interviews were recorded on a recording App on my IPad. The recorded data was
emailed to an external transcription company and the resulting transcriptions were
subsequently returned to me via email for review. The review process was important
since it allowed this researcher to revisit the content of the interviews and the oral
dynamic as presented on the audio recordings. Based on the reviewed material, the
required corrections were made and the final transcriptions were emailed to my email
account. Upon receipt of the final draft I read each document in its entirety then I re-read
each document again with the aim to identify patterns in speech, language, ideas,
experiences, attitudes, etc. As I recognized emerging patterns from the reading I made
relevant annotations on the text to document the patterns and significance of those
patterns. I began coding the data in cycles using open, axial, and selective coding to
compartmentalize, categorize, and identify themes in the data (Saldana, 2008), and
continued coding for patterns in the text. Based on the research of Rubin and Rubin
(1995) I next categorized the emerging codes and refined the contents of each category.
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The process of recoding supported refinement of the existing codes (Saldana, 2008, p. 10)
which in turn supported the emerging themes around which the final analysis developed.

Table 4
Data Collection and Data Analysis
Research Question

Data Collection

Data Analysis

RQ 1: How does student
involvement in Socratic
discourse support/impact
student comprehension
and academic
achievement?

Interviews

Qualitative: Code for themes

RQ 2: How does
engagement in Socratic
discourse impact
motivation, efficacy, and
identity?

Interviews

Focus Groups
Classroom Observations

Qualitative: Code for themes

Focus Groups
Classroom Observations

RQ 3: How are the
Interviews
traditional and critical
literacies of non-traditional Focus Groups
adult students influenced
Classroom Observations
by oral and collaborative
discourse interactions?

Qualitative: Code for themes

Qualitative Data Analysis (Stage 2)
Qualitative data analysis is concerned with the transformation of raw data and
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typically involves coding raw data, describing patterns and trends present in the raw data,
categorizing themes in the raw data, interpreting and evaluating information in order to
provide the underlying meanings in the information (Ngulube, 2015). Patton (2002)
refers to this process as “inductive analysis and creative synthesis” (p.41). In
phenomenology the inductive process involves multiple examinations of the raw data
with the aim to identify and isolate emergent themes. As stated in Miles and Huberman
(1994), analysis of qualitative data involves a classic sequence as outlined below:
•

Affixing codes to a set of field nots drawn from observation or interviews

•

Noting reflections or other remarks in the margins

•

Sorting and sifting through these materials to identify similar phrases,
relationships between variables, patterns, themes, distinct differences
between subgroups, and common sequences

•

Isolating these patterns and processes, commonalities and differences…

•

Gradually elaborating a small set of generalizations that cover the
consistencies discerned in the data

•

Confronting those generalizations with a formalized body of knowledge in
the form of constructs or theories (p. 9)

The researchers also viewed the genesis and end of data analysis according to the
following flow model:
Data Collection: Data Reduction

Data Displays

Conclusion/Drawing/Verification

According to the researchers, data reduction “refers to the process of selecting, focusing,
simplifying, abstracting, and transforming the data that appear in written-up field notes or
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transcriptions” (p. 10). It is a process that is continuous during the life of data collections
since “further episodes of data reduction occur (writing summaries, coding, teasing out
themes, making clusters, making partitions, writing memos)…until a final report is
completed” (p. 10). The process of data display which is considered as the second flow
of data analysis is the organized synthesis of information that supports conclusion
drawing (p. 11). The final stage of data analysis is the verification of conclusions drawn
based on the actual analysis of data. At this stage the researcher had noted “irregularities,
patterns, explanations” in the data; essentially what things mean in the context of the
research questions and research focus.
The first stage of my analysis involved listening to the audio recordings of the
teacher interviews which represented the first stage of data collection. I listened to the
recordings without interruptions or note-taking. By doing this I became more aware of
the participants’ comments and their individual perspectives (Strauss & Corbin, 1998).
As previously stated the audio recordings were transcribed by an external company; this
occurred immediately after the audio recordings were made. Upon receipt of the final
draft of transcriptions I read through the transcribed data while the recorded audio played
simultaneously to ensure accuracy. Interviewing is interactive and the process allows
researchers the opportunity to more intimately experience the participants’ perspective
(Kolb, 2012). Krueger (1988) suggests researchers consider the following during
analysis: words, context, internal consistency, specificity of responses, and find big ideas.
While prior researchers (Anderson, 1990) suggest analysis of data while the information
is still fresh, I decided to begin analysis after all data had been collected. I replicated the
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approach applied to analysis of the teacher interviews to the student interviews, student
focus groups and finally the teacher focus groups. In doing so, Krueger’s suggestions
were replicated for each set of interviews from the individual interactions to the focus
group interactions.
Words. Throughout the individual interviews and focus groups participants used
terminologies and phrasings indicative of their cultural backgrounds in their responses to
the questions I posed to them. To ensure clarity regarding language and context I focused
on the diction of individuals in the group as a method of probing for deeper meaning in
the participants’ responses (Onwuegbuzie et al., 2009).
Context. Though many of the questions posed were intended and acted as the
catalyst for the ensuing discussion (Kreuger, 1988), some participants’ responses and
ensuing conversations were deviation from the question posed by the researcher.
Because the nature of the focus group is to allow the conversation to flow organically
(Sim, 1998) it was important to remain cognizant of the context of the group when
reviewing and examining the responses for the frequency of occurrences as well as how
those occurrences directed and impacted the overall discussion.
Internal Consistency. Focus group research facilitates collecting qualitative data,
and involves engaging a group of people in an informal group discussion that is focused
around a particular topic or a specific set of issues (Wilkinson, 2004). As is indicated in
previous research however, (Krippendorf, 2004), interpretations in focus group
discussions are not immediate. Instead the researcher has to closely examine the content
of the discussion for meaning because the participants divergent perspectives.
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Krippendorf (2004) has identified rigorous approaches to the analysis of raw data content
that emphasize the reliability and replicability of observations and subsequent
interpretations.
Specificity of Responses. When considering the participants’ responses to either
individual interview or focus group questions, the participants’ responses may be either
general or specific. As I reviewed the transcripts I paid greater attention to the
participants’ personal anecdotes and responses that directly related to the questions asked
since evidence from previous research states responses that are specific and based on
experiences should be given more weight than responses that are vague and impersonal.
(Kreuger, 2002).
The Big Ideas. Kreuger (2002) noted researcher typically fail to identify what is
characterized as “the big ideas” in research. To avoid this, I followed Kreuger’s
suggestions and allowed time between the discussions and analysis. Additionally I
reviewed all the transcripts three times reviewing and streamlining themes from the data.
I also reviewed the language used by participants using the audio recordings for support
in formulating more global ideas for the final analysis.
Coding. According to Vogt et al., (2014) “In qualitative data analysis, a code is a
researcher-generated construct that symbolizes or ‘translates’ data” (p. 13), and “thus
attributes interpreted meaning to each individual datum for later purposes of pattern
detection, categorization, assertion or proposition development, theory building, and
other analytic processes” (Saldana, 2015, p. 3). The constant comparative method
(Onwuegbuzie et al., (2009) is a suggested technique for analysis of interview,
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specifically focus group data. The qualitative data from the focus groups in the current
study, as well as the individual interviews was analyzed using the comparative method of
analysis (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) using the following three forms of coding: open
coding, axial coding, and selective coding (Straus & Corbin, 1998). I initially began
(open coding) by compartmentalizing the data into more manageable sections of
information and assigned “descriptor codes” (Onwuegbuzie et al., 2009). The next stage
(axial coding) involved relating the data or finding links among the data to support
identification of codes. The final stage (selective coding) involved extended analysis of
codes for further patterns and themes.
Analysis of the classroom observation data employed the same practices used in
the analysis of the interview and focus group data. Unlike data from interviews and focus
groups, classroom observations pose a different challenge because knowing specifically
what to observe is typically an issue (Halim, Wahid, & Halim, 2018). It is indisputable
however that classroom observations make teaching and learning more visible, as
classroom observations in research play a central role providing researchers with insight
into classroom behavior (Halim et al., 2018).
Summary
The research employed a phenomenological model, which is one variant
characteristic of qualitative research (Creswell et al., 2007) which was appropriate for
this study that looked at the impact of discourse on comprehension and critical literacy
since it focused on the qualitative collection and analysis of data. The first stage
consisted of interviews of teachers involved in the study who acknowledged they
70

employed discourse strategies as an instructional tool in their classroom instruction. Five
teachers were interviewed and were representative of a convenience sample since the
researcher was formally acquainted with all participants from previous professional
employment. Permission forms were provided to all participants who signed and
returned them to the researcher prior to the interview process. The teacher interviews
were audio recorded using a recording application on an IPad and transcribed by a
professional transcription service. All transcriptions were emailed to the researcher and
the information was cross-referenced with the audio recording to ensure accuracy.
The next stage of data collection involved observations of two classrooms. The
classrooms that were observed were selected from the teacher participants who were
interviewed during the first stage of data collection, and based on the availability in
relation to the researcher’s professional schedule. Permission was given to the researcher
by the teachers to visit their classrooms and share the details of the study. Students were
informed and all agreed to be observed as was indicated by the permission form provided
to, signed and by each student. Interviews were conducted twice weekly with a minimum
of five interviews for one class, and once weekly with a minimum of five interviews for
the second class. Notes were taken during each classroom observation.
The third stage of data collection involved interviews of students who had prior
experience with discourse strategies in earlier classes. Participants for the student
interviews were contacted through the teachers who had initially participated in the
interviews. The researcher’s email information was provided (through the teachers) to
students who had interest in participating in the study and the researcher was contacted
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by interested participants. Consent forms were provided and signed before the start of
the interview process.
The fourth stage of data collection involved collection of data through three
separate focus groups: one student focus group for each class observed, and a teacher
focus group that brought the teachers together so the researcher could gain deeper insight
into the use of discourse strategies as a support for comprehension and critical literacy in
the classroom. Like the interviews conducted for both the teachers and students, the
responses were recorded and transcribed by an external transcription service. All
transcriptions were emailed to the researcher and the information was cross-referenced
with the audio recordings to ensure accuracy.
Upon completion of all data collection and transcriptions, interviews were
listened to without interruption and then reviewed with the transcriptions. The
transcription supported the next phase of analysis which consisted of the constant
comparative method (Glaser & Stauss, 1967). The initial stage involved open coding
where the data was compartmentalized into smaller sections: “descriptor codes”
(Onwuegbuzie et al., 2009). In the next stage, axial coding I categorized the codes. The
final stage of the analysis was selective coding which involved extended analysis of
codes for themes. The data resulting from the classroom observations were treated
similarly to the transcribed interviews. The data was reviewed and coded for themes in
three stages according to related research cited in this chapter. The following chapter
explores the themes extrapolated from the qualitative data.
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CHAPTER 4
Analysis of Data Findings
The focus of this phenomenological study was to gain insight into the challenges
with comprehension faced by non-traditional adult students who had returned to, or were
newly enrolled in college classes after an extended absence from academia. The goal of
this study was to identify factors that directly and/or indirectly impacted students’
academic performance and critical development, as well as the measures taken by the
course professors to support their instruction, and the effect of those support strategies on
students’ intellectual growth and critical literacies. The body of existing research, as
reviewed in Chapter II, had addressed the use and impact of discourse in instruction
through a broad lens, and focused on a specific population; specifically, no research was
conducted on students who were considered characteristically non-traditional with
respect to ability or academic inexperience. This current researcher looked at a distinct
portion of the student population, college aged adults who were uncharacteristically more
mature than the typical college freshman or sophomore, and who had experienced an
extended gap between graduating high school and returning to the college experience.
The present study was developed around three questions:
Research Question 1: How does student involvement in Socratic discourse
support/impact student comprehension and academic achievement?
Research Question 2: How does engagement in Socratic discourse impact motivation,
efficacy, and identity?
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Research Question 3: How are the traditional and critical literacies of non-traditional
adult students influenced by oral and collaborative discourse interaction?
The first question in the present study focused on the relationship between discourse,
student comprehension, and academic achievement. The second question in the present
study focused on the impact of discourse on students’ motivation, efficacy, and identity.
The third question in the present study focused on the influence of discourse and
collaboration on students’ traditional and critical literacies, the latter emphasizing how
students positioned themselves contextually. To investigate these questions, as
described in Chapter III, a series of structured individual interviews of teachers, students,
classroom observations of two different leveled courses, and focus group interviews of
teachers, and students were conducted. The data collection was initiated with the
professor interviews, and developed sequentially with classroom observations,
simultaneous student interviews during the course of the semester, and culminated with
two separate focus group interviews of teachers and then students on separate days.
The following table illustrates the method of data collection used for the
respective research questions.
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Table 5
Research Inquiry Method

Research Method

Research Questions

Professor Interviews

1, 3

Classroom Observations

2, 3

Student Interviews

1, 2, 3

Student Focus Groups

1, 2, 3

Professor Focus Groups

1, 3

To investigate the above questions, as described in Chapter III, professors in the
English department at the research site who were disposed to participate were
interviewed to gauge what underlying factors propelled them to education and the use of
oral discourse as a tool of instruction.
Instructor/Professor Interviews
The instructor/professor interviews were conducted in the adjunct office of the
English department on the college campus and were a pre-cursor to the classroom
observations and the first stage of data collection. Five (5) English instructors/professors
– 1 male and 4 females – were interviewed by the researcher, and the interviews were
recorded and later transcribed. Each instructor/professor had taught at the site for a
minimum of five years, some having in excess of ten years at the site, and were all at
different levels of educational experience with qualifications ranging from the postgraduate to the post-doctoral level. Eleven (11) interview questions were posed to the
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participants and each was encouraged to respond as openly as possible to each question.
Interview questions 1 & 2 yielded responses for the first theme Pedagogy and first sub
group – Pedagogical Influences (A1). Interview questions 4, 6, 7, & 10 yielded responses
for the first theme and second sub group – Pedagogical Style (A2). Interview question 2
yielded a response for the first theme and third sub group – Pedagogical Philosophy (A3).
Interview questions 8, 9, & 11 yielded responses for the second theme Instruction and
first sub group – Expected Responses (B1). Interview question 5 yielded a response to
the second theme and second sub group – Observed Challenges (B2). Interview
questions 12 & 13 yielded responses to the third theme Impact of Discourse (C).
The following table illustrates the themes and sub-groups based on the interview
questions and resulting data.
Table 6
Instructor/Professor Interview Questions and Themes

Theme

Sub-Group

Interview Question/s

Pedagogy – A

Influences – A1

1, 2

Style – A2

4, 6, 7, 10

Philosophy – A3

2

Expected Responses – B1

8, 9, 11

Observed Challenges – B2

5

-

12, 13

Instruction – B
Impact of Discourse – C
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Pedagogy
Pedagogical Influences (A1)
Responses for the first theme and first sub group were a result of the first
question, “Please tell me as much as you are able to about yourself” and the third
question, “How would you describe your earliest experiences with reading? All
participants cited early exposure to books and reading was a catalyst for interest in
reading and discourse communication. The single male participant – Craig (a
pseudonym) – shared he was always a strong student and an avid reader who received
encouragement from his extended community, specifically his guidance counselor who
signed him up for his SATs and provided the codes necessary for him to take the
examination. He stated he was supported by his mother and understood the value and
impact of education because of those family and community influences. Craig stated:
I actually was an avid reader. I think my mom kind of instilled that in all of us.
She required that we bring her a high school diploma. We could do whatever else
we wanted after we brought her that high school diploma. And so that diploma
required that we were doing a particular level of work. She would reward us for
doing well in school.
Of the four female participants – Rhonda (a pseudonym) – also credited extended family
support sharing a Christmas present of a children’s book series given to her by an uncle
supported her interest in reading. The remaining three participants, Yvonne, Amanda,
and Roslyn (all pseudonyms) credited maternal encouragement in the form of weekly
library visits, and early parental exposure to reading as the reason they developed an
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early interest in reading and discourse/narratives, and the factor that continued to
influence (in part) how they learned. Of the five participants, two cited their socioeconomic status (SES) as factors that influenced their early perspectives. Craig
mentioned though tested as gifted and talented, he was the product of a single parent
household, raised in public housing and on public assistance.
Yvonne described her upbringing in rural Jamaica and experiences with economic
bias, and racial and cultural discrimination as a result of her family’s low economic status
influenced her career choice and humanitarianism in teaching. Yvonne stated:
Okay. I was born in rural Jamaica. When I was a little girl, although it was a
black community, there was still discrimination. My first grade teacher was kind,
but she was that kind of person that liked the kids with light-colored skin. My
second grade teacher was awful. I got to third grade, and there was this lady
there, a really dark lady. They didn't like her. I did some work for her one day and
I was very nervous, because by that time my self-confidence was into the ground.
When we came back in from recess, she said, "This was the best work I ever had,"
and that made me want to be a teacher. I realized then that you could be fair to
everybody no matter what they look like, what their economic status was, and I
said, "I want to be like that teacher."
Of the remaining three participants, Roslyn spoke about an interest in social activism, and
social and racial injustices as early influences because of the genres of texts she explored,
as opposed to any form of economic disenfranchisement:
I just enjoyed the stories that I was reading. It was when I was a full blown adult
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where I became really conscious of what was actually happening around me. I
had awakened this thirst for who Malcolm X was, Martin Luther King, and really
seeing the social injustices and inequities that's happening around me. I think that
is what actually deepened my sense of curiosity of really wanting to read and
know.
All five participants referenced high school exposure to discourse strategies as early
pedagogical influences. In response to the question Rhonda stated:
…around 14, I had a teacher that gave us an opportunity to read Shakespeare or
Things Fall Apart. I remember the class who had never explored Shakespeare
[were] just scared by the word Shakespeare, begged for mercy, basically no
Shakespeare please and we started to leave things like that. And again, what a
wonderful experience being exposed to characters and the whole psychoanalytic
way they think and act, was just learning about cultures and just exploring and
crossing what is in boundaries that you wouldn't be able to go on your own at that
time, but your mind can take you to.
In response to the influence of discourse on pedagogy that emanated from reading,
Roslyn noted, “…teachers didn't facilitate a classroom where it called for collaborative
discussion, but it happened. It happened out of us purely just trying to survive the class
or getting through the class. So, we naturally came together and just like were discussing
text or study groups.” Of the five participants, Yvonne singularly noted her earliest
experience was influenced by auditory processes that facilitated connections and
supported her comprehension of and development with reading.
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Pedagogical Style (A2)
Responses for the first theme and second sub group were a result of the following
questions: “How have those experiences shaped the way you read and teach reading to
others?” (#4), “How have your instructional experiences been modified over your
tenure?” (#6), “How important is collaborative discourse to instruction and student
comprehension of the course curriculum?” (#7), “What strategies serve as motivators in
your classroom?” (#10). All participants stated they utilized varied forms of instructional
strategies that supported student learning. Analysis of their responses yielded expansive
use of exploratory dialogue, reciprocal dialogue, collaboration using groupings and
guided and modeled talk to promote engagement. Among all five participants the general
consensus was that learning was collaborative and constructed, and instruction
responsive. When students are engaged in collaborative discourse there is a reciprocity
that brings innovation to the learning environment. Students become more invested,
more committed to the process and become more aware of the transactional nature of the
learning environment. Most participants stated they assumed the role of facilitator so
students were given more autonomy to cultivate a student centered learning environment
where they were able to explore their innate curiosity as opposed to being guided by a
cultivated curiosity.
In response to question #4: how early experiences with reading shaped
instruction, Craig, a ‘compositionist’, responded learning is constructed, and it is
important to possess the tools grounded in literacy, that stemmed from discourse to
understand how images and arguments are constructed. He stated his approach typically
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involved extended conversations that prompted students to think about their craft in
different ways and from multiple perspectives without pedagogical authoritarianism,
instead infusing a democratic climate. Craig stated, “I’m just always trying to engage
students, so I think that my approach changes as I get a sense of how students are
engaging with the material and engaging with 21st century popular culture.”
In response to question #4, Yvonne referenced symbiotic elements in learning.
Unlike Craig whose specialization was composition, Yvonne focused on reading
comprehension and noted good readers were synonymous with strong writers, and that
the auditory processes connected with reading supported writing.
In response to question #4, Rhonda noted she would typically scaffold approaches
to interpretation where students decoded, deconstructed, and analyzed text. She stated
she directed students to focus on future acquisition of knowledge, as opposed to past
acquisition of knowledge, and encouraged them to read with intellectual maturity from an
efferent stance, as opposed to reading from an aesthetic stance. Rhonda stated:
Well, sometimes I would say to students…never say how much I know, but always
say much more can I learn… a lot of times when students encounter books or any
kind of reading, any kind of literature, one of the first things students fall into is
that it was boring, why they don't feel entertained…you have to bring them
beyond that. That as an adult or as someone who has transitioned from high
school on a higher level of learning, you're not reading for entertainment, right?
We are reading to see aspects and arguments and different meanings of a text.
And so if they come with that mindset to analyze, to decode, to deconstruct, I'm
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going and find that layer and peel back that onion…we're coming in to look at the
text for that purpose and the purpose is not entertainment…that's not the
foundational goal at that point.
In response to question #4, Amanda, also a ‘compositionist’ stated she focused on
relevant models in her instruction, guided practices, and group collaboration. Based on
the nature of her response, her approach was characterized as holistic; she stated, “I don't
really teach writing in a vacuum. I don't teach grammar by itself. I don't do anything like
that. I infuse it all together. So I'll have students read a text, an essay, an article, and
look at the way that it's written as a way for them to emulate themselves. So it's all part of
the whole process.”
In response to question #4 Roslyn stated she promoted engagement as an
instructional strategy through the use of socially relevant texts that generated both
schematic awareness and personal relatability. She stated it was important that students
understood how text reflected reality and how the content directly impacted the students.
Roslyn stated it was important students questioned the content of the text and determined
relevance of information to their lives. Roslyn stated, “I bring that together and
hopefully awaken something within them. They may not go on to become avid readers…
but at least when something comes up they're able to read it and make a connection to
their life because it's supposed to make a difference.”
In response to question #6: how teachers had modified their instruction, Roslyn
stated modifications to her instruction were a direct result of changes in the ethnic
landscape, that because of the fluidity of the academic year (a course runs by semester)
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her past instructions have been needs-based. She also stated racial and gender diversity
in the classroom was a determinant that sensitized how she relayed her instruction, and
made her more considerate of what her students read, and how her students learned what
she taught them. Roslyn stated:
So, when I initially started teaching at [this site] the classrooms were definitely
about 99 percent black and mostly female. And, so, I would give out the syllabus
and then there was one year this, he might have been from an Arab Nation, said
"How come I don't see anything of my culture in here?" I said "Well, recommend
some and then we'll include it." And then from that moment I started to not give
the syllabus out on the first day or the first week. Then I always waited to see
what the demographics looked like and I was even more conscious to make the
texts that I choose to be reflective of the demographics in the classroom… I
became even more aware…
In response to question #6, Craig cited the importance of student awareness of
their abilities. Often students are not aware of their funds of knowledge or skill-set, and
conversely their limitations. Craig stated he modified his practice based on the awareness
students possessed regarding their ability in his classroom. Craig stated:
I'm always trying to have students just get a sense of where they are. And then I'm
adjusting my approach based on meeting them where they are. I don't think it
works if you are trying to force students to get them to go where you want them to
go, if you're not willing to be involved and a transactional process where you
learn from them and they learn from you.
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In response to question #6, Yvonne stated her pedagogy over time began to reflect
more differentiation with respect to grouping to accommodate the abilities in the
classroom. She stated despite the higher leveled nature of the course, and the aged
classroom demographic students, and because of the extended delay between high school
and the return to the college classroom, the instructions were modified because students
often were not prepared for the complexity or rigidity of instruction. Yvonne stated:
These are adults. Some of them are not at that level. I've had students who were at
a far lower level than some of the other students in the class. So, what I did last
year was to group the students who were at one level. I grouped them together
sometimes and I gave them an assignment, and I grouped the others together and
I sit with them. I've also had occasions where I grouped them, calling the
advanced ones with the struggling ones, just to make sure that they can learn
from each other.
Yvonne stated she often simplified her instruction to reflect students’ ability and
struggles with comprehension. Yvonne stated obvious challenges with comprehension
often disrupted the pre-planned syllabus when students clearly faltered with
comprehension, and provided responses that suggested disassociations with the text
content and probing questions.
In response to question #6, Amanda stated she had incorporated self-evaluative
and reflective practices and as a result had relinquished more control over her instruction
to her students. She stated she shifted her practice from traditional instruction and
assumed a role characteristic of that of a facilitator in the room. Amanda stated her intent
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was to provide students with greater autonomy over their instruction and learning.
Amanda stated:
I think that has really been my biggest shift as an instructor is that, I'm not
teacher-centered at all. And maybe I once was, when I was a younger teacher and
I needed to feel like I had more control over the class. But now I don't really like
to hear myself talking. I would rather hear the students talking and assess, listen
to what they're saying and assess where they are and what changes I need to
make to my instruction.
In response to question #7 among the five participants, use of a discourse driven
instruction unified the narrative. All participants emphasized the structure of their
pedagogy centered on the incorporation of response strategies that led to metacognitive
practices; students were able to develop these skills through the use of discourse
supported by various tools as demonstrated by Roslyn who stated she used socially
relevant texts that supported relatability and facilitated schematic connections that were
personally, textually, socially and globally relevant to the students. Through the use of
discourse students gained greater insight into the ideas of the curriculum texts, as well as
the varied perspectives that drove the narratives shared in the classroom.
In response to question #7: how important was collaborative discourse to
instruction and comprehension, Roslyn stated she used discourse to drive instruction
because it facilitated understanding of the text, and positively impacted the students.
Roslyn stated as a result of the discourse students were prompted to be prepared, and they
were able to gauge the multiple perspectives they brought to the discussion through their
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personal experiences. Roslyn stated she grouped the discourse communities based on
that consciousness. Roslyn stated:
I remember I had… a Russian person in the classroom…she was like "I don't, I
can't relate to this." I said "Okay, but you know about immigration, right? You
know about that? So you bring your perspective in there. Enlighten the people in
your group. And then another classmate called me outside and said, this was a
few semesters ago, said "I'm gay and I feel very uncomfortable with this." And I
said "Well, you're the authority so you have to take this as an opportunity to teach
us, or to teach them rather so you're bringing that perspective to the discussion.
In response to question #7, Rhonda stated discourse was a catalyst for not simply
comprehension of the curriculum, but a political awareness that students should possess.
Rhonda stated she felt professionally obligated to equip students so that they were able to
articulate their perspectives about global issues, and raise their multiple levels of literacy
regarding multiple topics. Rhonda stated:
I see it as a challenge…for instance, can my students leave this classroom and go
into a setting and know how to show their level of literacy, through political
correctness, diversity, accepting diversity, all aspects…Again, I have to make sure
that I'm aware of what's going on in the world and constantly expose the reading,
advance the reading, not just what's happening, like you say and that text from an
18th century perspective or whatever, but a text that has to go with present
situations across the world, across the globe…just keep that conversation alive
and going constantly.
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In response to question #7, Yvonne stated she was exposed to, and convinced of
the use of classroom discourse from her early experiences as a teacher in Jamaica with
instruction. Yvonne stated the collaborative and exploratory benefits extend from the
teacher to the student, but also vice versa. Yvonne stated:
The first time I used this I was in Jamaica. I was teaching a GC A-level class. I
walked in the class. There were 12 students. I learned from them the way the class
was run the previous year. It's a two-year program. It was just discourse. You
would give them the topic, they would go do the research, and they would come
back, and they would sit in a circle, and it was just discourse. I sat there with
them in the circle and I learned so much about the value of having discourse. I
never knew it was so important until then.
In response to question #7, Craig who spoke as a ‘compositionist’, stated the
value of discourse was connected to an innate conversation students had with themselves
that was then redefined by collaborative interactions. Craig stated he engaged his
students in conversations about the importance of their multiple perspectives regarding
what they read and how they wrote because it was important for them to understand the
fluidity of the construct and the product, learning and reading or writing. Craig stated:
I want to have conversations about how we can think about what writing looks
like, especially in the 21st century. I don't think writing now looks the way that it
looked even 10 years ago. And I'm young, but I'm old. So I want students to tell
me what writing is now and I'm going to try and make sense of what writing is
now through their eyes and their lens. And then figure out ways that I can get
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them to see what my lens might be, which is going to be a different one than the
typical English instructor.
In response to question #7, Amanda stated collaborative discourse was an
extension of independent work; that it was important for students to have access to
opportunities to converse and obtain peer feedback from like-minded individuals other
than the instructor. In support of this, Amanda stated within her classroom she provided
as many opportunities as possible for students to engage in collaborative discourse.
In response to question #10: how students were motivated in the classroom, four
of the five participants provided answers that were diverse, but shared approaches that
reinforced students’ efficacy regarding their tasks. Amanda stated she selected activities
that were of interest to her students so that they felt invested in the outcome. She also
provided options and allowed them to make viable choices because she believed in the
relationship between democracy and student response. Amanda stated, “I feel like
students need to have control over choice, give them options. When they have options
and you say, ‘Okay, you’re picking A, B, or C’, then they feel more empowered and they
feel like, ‘Oh, this is my decision and so, the instructor isn’t forcing me to do ABC, I’m
choosing A, B, or C, so it’s really my own decision that’s impacting my own learning.’”
In response to question #10, Roslyn stated she reinforced their existing funds of
knowledge and highlighted how much information via experience they shared in the
discussions. Roslyn stated, “some of them, for the most part, walk in feeling like they're
inflates and they're there for you to fill them up and they don't see what they're bringing
to the table already, right? They come in with wealth… they come in with currency
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already.” Roslyn additionally stated she employed a scaffold approach when she
evaluated student work so students’ confidence would not be undermined.
In response to question #10, Yvonne made personal connections with the
students. Yvonne stated the adult demographic made personal connectivity easier.
Yvonne recognized her students faced personal challenges and stated she shared personal
vignettes about her life, encouraged her students and reinforced the value of education.
Pedagogical Philosophy (A3)
Responses for the first theme and third sub group were a result of the following
question: “What is your philosophy on education and instruction?” (#2). Of the five
participants, four clearly articulated their philosophy on instruction. From the four
participants’ responses, two dominant themes, collaboration and challenge emerged from
the responses. All four participants stated they were guided by the belief that pedagogy
should be determined by a collaborative effort among students and between the teacher
and the students, that learning was responsive, constructed and transactional, and students
should be challenged to embrace education as the tool that ultimately would strategically
position them in situations of power. All participants stated they viewed discourse as an
instructional catalyst that should be utilized in the classroom to support exploration (a
precursor to comprehension) of thoughts and processes, to build awareness, and support
varied literacies.
In response to question #2, Roslyn stated being socially conscious defined her
approach to instruction and pushed her to challenge minority students to assume a more
literate stance, develop their traditional and oral literacies, develop strong communicative
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skills, and in turn raise their social consciousness. Roslyn stated as a young woman:
I became conscious of what was actually happening around me…really seeing the
social injustices and inequities that's happening around me…I think that is what
actually deepened my sense of curiosity… that's why I think that it's important to
connect the two and in my classroom I use text that's socially relevant so that they
can become interested and show them how this truly impacts their lives and if they
want to take that to the next level and go deeper with it then that's on them.
In response to question #2, Craig stated he viewed pedagogy as collaborative and
responsive. Craig stated it was imperative instruction was tailored to meet students at
their comfort level or ability and from that point, learning would ensue. Craig stated
students came to the classroom with their unique skill-set and funds of knowledge that
served as a trajectory for each student’s growth.
In response to question #2, Rhonda stated her philosophy was also derived from
the belief that instruction should be responsive, and while students are exposed to
homogeneity of instruction or information, they lack homogeneity of experiences.
Rhonda stated those unique experiences informed instruction and understanding of
content.
In response to question #2, Amanda stated her philosophy promoted a sense of
global citizenry. Amanda stated her approach was not to simply teach, but to guide
students as they recognized the value of education, and generated an appreciation of
education as the tool used to facilitate how they situated themselves in key positions of
power, and understood the world around them. Amanda stated, “My philosophy of
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education is just to challenge students, to push them beyond their comfort zone, to instill
in them a love of learning, a love of research, to understand the importance of education
in their lives, not just for education’s sake, but to create in them this idea that they're
members of society.”
Instruction
Expected Responses (B1)
Responses for the second theme and first sub group were a result of the eighth
question, “How does dialogic practice inform your instruction? Is the practice innate or
acquired and implemented over time?” the ninth question, “Given the current
demographic, do dialogic stances feel authentic in your instruction?” and the eleventh
question, “How have these strategies impacted students’ academic performance?”
Generally participants’ responses and expectations aligned thematically. All participants
stated dialogic practice was an inherent aspect of their instruction that supported content
delivery and student development. Most participants stated the use of dialogue for some
was an innate ability, but typically needed to be demonstrated for students to successfully
engage in the practice of successful conversation. Most participants stated students
typically required guidance to demonstrate fluid and authentic discourse behaviors. All
participants generalized the impact of discourse interactions positively impacted students’
academic performance. None of the participants explicitly described the impact of
discourse interactions on students’ academic performance. Participants described their
expectations going into their classes. Participants stated they expected students to
demonstrate academic drive and preparedness regarding the work. Participants stated
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they expected students would demonstrate creative thinking, critical thinking, and
collaboration to support their academic success. All participants reiterated they believed
shared perspectives that were uniquely diverse established a forum for students to make
personal and explicit connections to the text content. All participants stated they
anticipated a specific culture to emanate from discourse communities that ultimately
fostered student engagement, increased confidence, a sense of autonomy, and
empowerment from the student body. Participants stated they expected students to
develop a global and cultural awareness that resulted from the shared discourse of the text
content.
In response to question #8-(a), Craig stated his academic experience was
predominantly characterized by the use of dialogue stating, “I was fortunate enough to
have instructors, professors who were really committed to the idea of dialogue, more so
than dictation”, in response to how dialogue informed his pedagogy, Craig stated the use
of discourse challenged him and his students to work diligently and think about ideas
presented during instruction. Craig stated:
I think some of the best instructors I had, high school, college, graduate school,
like they didn't just give the answer. They made you do some work and they would
guide you at certain points. It was a give and take. When they saw that you were
giving, they would give to you and then they would begin to have sort of that
transaction of sharing. That to me is what it's about. If it's not that I'm not
necessarily interested in being involved.
In response to the second part of question # 8-(b), Craig acknowledged dialogic practice
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is in part learned and viewed it as a valuable tool for the classroom and a behavior that
through practice is honed into a useful skill. Craig stated he developed skill with in-class
discourse because of his early exposure stating, “I think you have to be able to see it to be
able to enact it, though just because you see something, that doesn’t mean that you’re
good at it.”
In response to question #8-(a), Amanda recalled the most positive experiences she
had as a student were characterized by discourse. Amanda stated those early influences
determined her use of discourse as an instructional strategy, but her growth into a more
confident pedagogue defined the shifts in her methodology from a traditional practice
where she dictated, to a contemporary and less stringent practice where student centered
discussions characterized execution of the lesson. Amanda stated, “I was new when I was
clinging onto what the traditional teacher does, but I just went back to my roots, I
guess… I really love discussion...I want the students to do all the talking, and so over
time it just became more and more about how I set up the class where there's always
discussion, whether it's informal. I feel like every single day I have students discussing
whether it's formal or informal and that's just... it feels natural for me as a teacher.” In
response to question #8-(b), Amanda stated the practice of discourse in the classroom is
initially a guided process. Amanda stated initially it is necessary to steer and support
students in the discourse process until they demonstrate comfort and greater efficacy with
open discussions. Amanda described the process as “a good peer pressure. They see
their classmates doing it and then okay, I need to also get in there and see what I needed
to say.”
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In response to question #8-(a), Rhonda stated she used discourse as a catalyst for
comprehension and as a tool for constant revision where students constantly engaged in
self and peer evaluations, and articulated their observations over the course of the
semester. In response to question #8-(b), Rhonda stated implementation of discourse in
her instruction was an acquired practice and implemented over time. Rhonda
acknowledged she was exposed to dialogic practice at the college level and decided to
incorporate discourse practices when she became an educator because of the college
experiences and the value she observed in the practice.
In response to question #8-(a), Roslyn stated she made concerted efforts to
implement discourse in her practice because of her demographic and the cultural
challenges she noticed that she believed directly resulted from the racial and ethnic
diversity of her student population. Roslyn stated the presence of technology has
modernized the classroom and isolated individuals from each other. Roslyn stated she
has observed students appear content to rely on their phones as opposed to being engaged
in discourse about text content. Roslyn stated those observations underscore the
implementation of collaborative groups and discourse communities in her classroom in
an effort to eliminate stereotypes and bridge communities, support comprehension and
critical thinking. Roslyn stated, “It definitely helps them with understanding texts on a
more in depth level so they’re able to peel layers back and they can look at it from
different perspectives that they might not have thought about.” In response to question
#8-(b), Roslyn stated her early experiences with discourse were diametrically opposed.
Roslyn recalled a high school seminar characterized by critical and substantive student
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led discussion which she contrasted with her college experiences that she characterized as
chalk and talk. In the latter questions asked by the instructor were answered singularly
by individuals who raised their hands. Roslyn stated the absence of teacher facilitated
discussions in higher education prompted her to implement forums for discourse, absent
from her early college experiences, where students collaborated and shared ideas. Roslyn
stated, “I think it has a much better impact on the understanding of the text and it forces
them to be prepared for the class in terms of reading the text because no one wants to sit
in a group and feel silly without having read, and then they get a sense, they get to
understand text from a number of different perspectives.”
In response to question #9, Yvonne reiterated students of some ages are apt to
learn from one another; Yvonne stated the dialogic stances assumed in her classroom
were characterized by an innate sense of authenticity. Yvonne stated typically students
listened and supported the varied perspectives, and acknowledged the value of the
dialogue.
In response to question #9, Craig reiterated the construct of the classroom
reflected varied levels ability; Craig stated he while believed the dialogic stances
demonstrated in his classrooms were authentic, he was not dismayed if that was to the
contrary. Craig stated that it was important for students of all ages to be comfortable
with varied narratives however it was important to challenge students to in turn challenge
the status quo and extend themselves. Craig stated:
So, the joke I make is that, does your head hurt? That means you're using your
brain and it's working, so that's good. I can let you sit and think about
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this...sometimes I don't want to give you the answer within 10
minutes…sometimes I want you to think for 24 hours, 36 hours… God forbid, I let
you think about something for like a week or two…I want you to be doing that
thing again, I want you to doing some of that learning, so if this discomfort
emanates from that place, then I'm okay.
In response to question #9, Amanda stated reiterated dialogic practices are an
innate aspect of pedagogy, and it is necessary for students to be guided to those stances,
that “even the students who are shy or often don’t participate, they realize they need to.”
In response to question #9, Roslyn stated in her experience dialogic stances did
not always convey authentically. Roslyn stated it was dependent on the degree of
relatability students felt with the texts, they connections they made, their levels of
engagement with the text and each other, and the degree to which they felt challenged by
the discourse around the content. Roslyn stated, “I think it really comes from your
choosing text that they can connect to. If it's not a text that they can relate to on some
level it's like pulling teeth and so I always try to find texts that engage them and texts that
stretch them a little bit. So, even if they're not very familiar with that text, you have to
kind of guide them to where they can see the connection.”
In response to question #9, Rhonda reiterated students’ novice dialogic stances
don’t reflect ease and authenticity. Rhonda stated students typically are unaware of their
innate resources and the value of their contribution to unfolding and building the
discourse narrative. Rhonda stated, “at the beginning again, it’s a struggle. Over time I
think there’s a level of comfort. I always feel students have something to bring to the
table.”
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Question #11 was a follow-up to question #10 which addressed the strategies
instructors used to motivate students in the classroom.
Observed Challenges (B2)
Responses for the second theme and second sub group were a result of the fifth
question, “Can you elaborate on some of the challenges you face in the classroom with
your current demographic? Generally participants’ responses regarding the challenges
they have experienced aligned thematically. All participants stated among the challenges
they experienced were students’ disparate levels of preparedness, disparate levels of
comfort with the curriculum materials and class interactions, low levels of confidence,
intellectual immaturity, and myopic and rigid stances, dislike of and unwillingness to
read and write, and student apathy. All participants stated they were aware these
behaviors were indicative of the non-traditional student demographic, and those attitudes
were characteristic of individuals who had experienced fear and insecurity because of
their time away from academics, and their uncharacteristically late exposure to higher
education. The participants also stated those disparities in age, ability, and attitude to
some extent undermined the instructional and student learning experience.
In response to question #5, Amanda stated she was challenged by students’
resistance to reading. Amanda stated the levels of interest, excitement, and engagement
that was absent impacted the tone of her class and consistency and quality of student
performance. Amanda stated in those contexts she has struggled to maintain students’
attention span, and typically included interesting content that engaged students in the
activity of reading and response through discourse and writing.
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In response to question #5, Roslyn identified multiple challenges that she stated
varied by semester and group. Roslyn stated classroom dynamic or synergy is a factor to
be considered. Roslyn stated a culture of apathy towards learning was one of the
challenges she experienced. Roslyn stated within the classroom the difference between
students who were invested in gaining knowledge and students who were interested in
simply completing the course was disruptive to the class synergy. Roslyn stated age
disparity was another challenge that affected the class synergy. Chronological and
emotional maturity impacts behavior. Roslyn stated older students came to the classroom
with greater focus and a stronger social consciousness, however, Roslyn noted age also
factored negatively. Because “they were older they had been out of school for a while so
they had not been reading; they had not been writing on a regular basis.” Roslyn
inadequate time to develop obvious student deficiencies was a typical challenge she
faced. Roslyn stated one skill is often sacrificed for another because of the restriction of
the course semester. Roslyn stated:
I don’t get to do as much of the writing because I try to build their critical
thinking skills and give them a sense that it is essential they get a deeper sense of
understanding of text. And so that was one of my challenges, not having enough
time to do both. I point out like what is the main thing that I really want them to
get from this and then when they do write another draft I might point another
little thing to kind of build on it but you can only take them so far in three months.
In response to question #5, Yvonne stated she was challenged by the lack of
preparedness and motivation when they came to class, and an unwillingness to read the

98

curriculum content. Yvonne stated these behaviors were not indicative of the general
class body. Yvonne explained the implications of those challenges. Yvonne stated,
“Because they don't read, they cannot participate in the discussion and they cannot
complete assignments effectively unless they plagiarize, and of course, that is not
effective.” To counter those challenges Yvonne explained, “What I've done on a few
occasions ... not many, but a few occasions ... is sit with them and say, "Now let's read
this together." But it's college, it's a few hours. You really don't have the time to sit with
them every week.” Yvonne stated student ability was another challenge she faced.
Yvonne stated, “You walk in the class and you realize that they are not at the level that
you anticipated. These are adults. I've had ... not this semester, last semester ... students
who were at a far lower level than some of the other students in the class.” Yvonne
stated myopia and rigidity are challenges she have experienced. Yvonne stated she
experienced levels of frustration students failed to demonstrate knowledge of basic
concepts, or misunderstood instruction that required repetition of the instruction. Yvonne
stated, “It's not always very easy, because these are adults with their own opinion.
Sometimes when you are trying to help them to see it from another perspective, they don't
want to.”
In response to question #5, Rhonda stated the dominant challenge was engaging
students in reading. Rhonda stated, “One of the basic challenges again is getting students
to love the art of reading and know how much we learn about human behavior through
reading, we know how much we learn about the world through reading and then how
much we can form opinions from things we read.” Rhonda stated over the semesters she
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noticed students lacked deftness with strategies that would support their comprehension.
Rhonda stated students lacked knowledge regarding how to scaffold information and
utilize basic questioning techniques. Rhonda stated these behaviors negatively impacted
their focus and levels of engagement over the semester.
In response to question #5, Craig stated students’ level of preparedness was a
recurring challenge he faced. Craig stated despite the chronological maturity of the
student population, changes to the admissions protocol impacted the student population
and a percentage of the classroom dynamic that reflected an increase in the percentage of
younger students. Craig stated:
I think student's level of preparedness coming into the college setting. I see as
our demographic gets younger here at the college, I feel like the level of
preparedness also goes down. So there is that part, and I think just getting
students to understand that college is college and not so much an extension of
high school but the next level in their educational process.
Impact of Discourse
Responses for the third theme were a result of the following questions: “How do
you see your students evolving as critical thinkers?” (#12), and “In what ways do you see
your students as agents of change?” (#13) Of the five participants, all stated use of
dialogic strategies to inform instruction positively impacted their students. Most
participants articulated at the end of the semester they observed generally students
demonstrated increased traditional literacies in the form of reading comprehension and
oral communication, the ability to make explicit schematic connections to text using
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personal funds of knowledge, an increased critical literacy demonstrated by an improved
awareness of themselves and how they were situated in their environment. All
participants stated use of dialogic strategies to inform instruction proved transformative
in some way. Participants stated at the end of the semester, generally students who were
positively impacted demonstrated more transparent connections with their peers, widened
their social network to reflect greater diversity, articulated increased self-efficacy and
confidence, and appeared more invested in the learning process.
In response to question #12, Amanda stated she observed students evolution
through their solitary discourse, discourse interactions with each other, and their general
dynamic. Amanda stated the unfiltered conversations she listened to was the strongest
indicator that students had been positively impacted by the use of discourse on the
instruction. Amanda stated their use of unstructured, unstilted, and fluid content, their
responses to differing opinions about general topics, specific text, analysis of text, and
connections made often confirmed how successful the choices and strategies employed
were over the course of the semester. Amanda stated listening to students’ discourse was
a more effective evaluative measure than reading written responses. Amanda stated:
It's like you're hearing their thought process live. It's not written and rewritten
and revised and it's made to be perfect. You're hearing like a natural, organic
thought process coming from your students that's unfiltered and it hasn't been
edited for clarity, and that I think is the most powerful tool that I've experienced
because it's like, this is who you are right in the moment, explaining yourself. It's
really eye opening to hear what they say and how they speak to each other.
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In response to question #12, Rhonda stated she observed students evolution
through their attitudes, behaviors, and choices. Rhonda stated over time she observed her
students demonstrating more political correctness, more intellectual maturity by being
more inclusive and open to diversity, and accepting of all aspects of diversity. Rhonda
stated she observed her students more engaged in conversation and more motivated to
keep open narratives about contemporary issues. Rhonda stated these were generalized
observations, that there were students who were invested in their perspectives and
unwilling to deviate, but conversely there were students who Rhonda stated, “see it as
their responsibility to, for instance, exercise tolerance, stand up and speak out against
injustices, stand up and try to implement change by speaking up on their own.” Rhonda
stated these are the students who evolved into critical thinkers and had been impacted by
the use of discourse.
In response to question #12, of the five participants Yvonne stated she still
experienced some challenges with obvious indicators her students had evolved as critical
thinkers. Yvonne stated at the end of the semester some of her students still showed
obvious signs of struggle with critical thinking which she attributed to cultural and age
disparities. Yvonne stated these behaviors were indicative of the older students who
experienced wider margins of absence before the transition from high school to college.
Yvonne stated personal experience also contributed to the challenges. Yvonne stated a
student’s digital literacy and comfort level with technology also contributed to the
struggles those students experienced. Yvonne stated being digitally literate equated with
being critically literate or knowledgeable. Yvonne stated there was a correlation between
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being comfortable with technology and social media, and with knowing about the world
and being able to apply that knowledge to your life and seeing your place in that world.
Yvonne stated:
I think technology has a lot to do with what they know and what they don't know,
because many of the older ones do not know anything about technology. So, when
you give them a research, it's a problem. It's a struggle. The younger ones, they
tend to read things off the internet, and they know a little more than the older
ones. So, I think technology has a lot to do with how they react to things; what
they know; how they can make a connection with something that happened, say,
in Asia or some other parts of the world. I think that has a lot to do with it.
In response to question #13, Craig stated he observed students’ evolution by their
improved skill and abilities in the classroom. Craig reiterated the course length of one
semester limits how assessments regarding growth are made. Craig stated his
assessments are viewed through two lenses, the short term through which he views their
progression through the course, and the long term through which he is able to reflect on
how they have evolved both personally and professionally. Craig states this involves
maintaining personal connections. Craig states:
Some of the long term which I really just appreciate is, I'll see students a year,
two years, three years later and they'll thank me. They will, I just had a student
who was not a strong writer. If you let her tell it, in 112 and 150, I kicked her
butt. She is about to graduate next week and is going to get her master's in social
work. And she literally said, I want to thank you. My kids know who you are. If
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not for your class, you were tough, but it set me up to be able to do what I needed
to do throughout the rest of my college career. That to me is it's those moments
where I see kind of that long term.
In response to question #12, Roslyn reiterated the brevity of the semester restricts
her from making long term evaluations of students’ growth. Roslyn stated she gauged
students’ evolution as critical thinkers over the course of the semester by reflecting on
their language used during self-reflection and self-assessment. Roslyn stated students
would speak with increased confidence about what they understood, how they could have
improved their performance, and what strategies best supported their efforts because of
the discourse applied to the instruction. Roslyn stated her primary interest was that
students’ ability to think critically improved. Roslyn stated, “…after graduation or
receiving, most of them are not going to be writing letters to anyone, but they're going to
be thinking constantly. They're going to be watching the news constantly. So their
critical thinking skills, on some level, are even more important than them becoming
masterful writers.” Roslyn stated students’ ability to scrutinize and critique each other’s
language, what they said or built on demonstrated evolved levels of thought. Roslyn
stated, “they're not as timid or afraid to speak as they did probably before like "Oh my
God" they're ready to share their opinion, they're ready to share their idea because
they're a little more confident. So, I would definitely say that's some change and if it
starts right here we can rest assured knowing that it's going to move beyond the walls of
the college classroom.”
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In response to question #13, Roslyn stated the product of increased critical
literacy is transformation. Roslyn stated students were innately and uniquely positioned
to impact change because they were empowered through discourse. Roslyn stated:
You always kind of ask the question "How many of you still have the same
friends?" Or "How many of you noticed that your friends have started changing
since you have started this journey?" And some of them will say "Yes, I realize
that my conversations are different," or "I'm using different words," or "So and so
don't talk to me." If this didn't happen, that means you didn't grow, so it's bound
to happen. It's a natural part of the process of growing and developing.
Education truly does transform.
In response to question #13, Craig stated he believed his students were capable of
becoming agents of change. Craig stated it was the responsibility of instructors to
support students as they internalized their historical landscape to avoid repeating
historical errors, and stated the narrative that developed classroom discourse should
reflect that support by promoting more innovation so students could fulfill those roles
instead of promoting archaic concepts of previous years. Craig stated the use of
discourse in the classroom should facilitate this process by identifying resources, thinking
critically about those resources, and positioning themselves so they impact change in
their local communities. Craig stated students should be challenged to think more
strategically relying less on technology which undermined the process of thinking
critically. Craig stated:
Part of it is the nature of technology. We have super short, quick attention spans.
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History requires length, depth. Technology requires instant. And so getting
students to kind of slow their brains down and deepen their level of thought, but
that's some of the important work that we should be doing. I mean our students
are kind of the future of the Black and Brown community. And so they will
inevitably, whether positively or negatively, be the people who carry the torch for
whatever change they see fit.
In response to question #13, Yvonne stated students’ attempts at selfimprovement were indicative of the degree to which they reflected change on a personal
level.
In response to question #13, Rhonda stated she believed generally students’
increased awareness was evidence of their willingness and ability to effect change.
Rhonda stated the simple act of voting and community involvement was an example of
being a change agent. Rhonda stated many of her students voiced they had not voted in
years, and in some cases ever voted at all. Rhonda stated students articulated their
exposure to dialogic stances impressed them to think about their personal and civic
contributions.
In response to question #13, Amanda stated she believed generally students’
increased awareness was evidence of their ability to effect change. Amanda stated she
viewed continued dialogic engagement as a necessary practice if her students were to
successfully transform into change agents. Amanda stated discourse is a foundational
practice that stems from the natural environment and are aided by environmental and
cultural influences. Amanda stated the foundational dialogic practices established in the
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classroom needed a continuum for students to remain invested, and students’ cultural and
global education needed continued reinforcement so the dialogic practice and critical
evolution is maintained. Amanda stated:
I feel like if that is to happen, it has to be happening all around them, not just with
one person. And it has happened at home. No, you know which of your students
come from a home environment where they talk about current events because they
immediately... you can have that conversation with them, and you know which
students don't come from that home environment because it's like you'll say
something going on in the world today, and they have no understanding of it
because it's not something that's talked about where they come from. So I feel like
it has to be abroad all hands on kind of thing for them to become agents of
change, I feel like they need more than one person to push them towards that
collectively.
Classroom Observations of Lessons
Overview of the Classroom Setting
The campus where the study took place is located in an urban setting. A total of
10 observations over the course of one semester were conducted in two English classes.
The classroom observations represented the second phase of data collection. The
physical organization of the first class was similar to a lecture hall, however on a smaller
scale with a capacity of approximately 75 students. The physical organization of the
second class was similar to a computer laboratory with desks, chairs, computer stations,

107

and a capacity of approximately twenty 25 students. In the first class, the professor
utilized the class space and organized the students in small groups to the front of the
classroom, directly outside of the classroom, and used spaces within the classroom to the
sides of the room to facilitate small group discourse communities. In the second
classroom, the professor utilized the class space, and created small groups at varying
points within the confines of the classroom to facilitate discourse communities. In both
classrooms there was a white board that extended the width of a wall, a computer with
wireless internet connection, and a projector that both professors utilized intermittently
over the course of the semester. The white board was utilized occasionally to provide
notes during the course of the lesson. The internet and projector was utilized to provide
supplementary video information relevant to the course material that was not included on
the course syllabus.
Based on the course syllabus, students were assigned specific readings in
preparation for scheduled class discussions. For discourse seminars, students were
grouped and given the opportunity at the beginning of the class to review their notes with
their group members before the start of the discourse session. During this preparation
period, the professor would often confer with students about their responses to the
assignments, their understanding of the reading material, and notations made as responses
to students’ composition submissions. Over the course of the semester, professors of
both classes utilized reading material that was historically relevant, that reflected socially
relevant themes, and connected to issues relating to social justice. In both classes when
the students entered their respective classroom, they were greeted by the professor who
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documented student attendance, then proceeded to either randomly group students, or
encouraged students to form their own groups for discussion. When students engaged in
democratic grouping, they were encouraged to alternate group members for future
groupings. In the first class, typically students’ discussions within the discourse seminars
were timed with the instructor occasionally interjecting with probing questions. Students
rarely interjected into the discussion to ask questions of their peers. In the first class, the
professor was a dominant presence and probed students for analysis and understanding of
the text. In the second class, typically students’ discussions within the discourse
seminars were fluid and untimed. The students typically interjected into the discussion to
ask questions of their peers, and challenge ideas presented. In the second class, the
professor was a reserved presence and interjected with probing and guiding questions
when the students appeared to deviate explicitly from the focus of the conversation. Over
the course of the observations, in both classes the students were encouraged to make
critical connections to previously read texts, previously conducted conversations, and
local and global issues to broaden their understanding and support how they construct
meaning from the assigned texts.
Analysis of Observational Data
Meeting ACT Standards
Over the course of one semester the researcher observed two separate classes. In
one class the professor taught course ENGL 112 and in the other class the other professor
taught course ENGL 150. Both courses were English courses characterized by reading
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and composition. According the English department criteria the prerequisite for ENGL
112 was a score of 56 or higher in the CATW Writing Exam, and 70 or higher in the
CATW Reading Exam, or Regents exemption. The CATW is the assessment test
required by the City University of New York (CUNY) of all freshmen students who have
not traditionally enrolled as direct graduates from high school programs. In order to
enroll in credit bearing courses, students are required to demonstrate proficiency in
English and mathematics from standardized examinations such as the SAT, ACT, and the
New York State Regents examinations (www.cuny.edu). The CATW parallels the ACT
College and Career Readiness Standards which reflect the knowledge and skills
students require for succeed at the college level. These standards are used to
communicate instructional and learning goals, recognize and contextualize the
complex skills needed across the college curriculum, and provide insights related to
students’ college and career readiness (www.act.org). The ACT standards for
English focus on Production of Writing, Knowledge of Language, and Conventions
of Standard English Grammar Usage. Acceptance to ENGL 112 was verification
students had met the ACT standard. According to the English department criteria
the prerequisite for ENGL 150 was a letter grade of C or better in ENGL 112 or
equivalent.
Meeting NCTE Standards
The standards for the assessment of reading and writing were originally published
in 1994 by the National Council of Teachers of English (NCTE) and the International
Reading Association (IRA) with the purpose of supporting existing standards in ELA at
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various educational levels. The NCTE/IRA standards were updated in 2009 with the aim
to “improve the quality of assessment by providing standards to guide decisions about
assessing the teaching and learning of literacy in 21st century classrooms” (NCTE, 2020).
These standards are guided by specific ideals regarding both national and content
standards for academic information, and endorsed by the National Academy of
Education; national standards should not be restrictive by subject, and content standards
should demonstrate how information informs instruction (McLaughlin and Shepard 1995,
p. xviii). The NCTE/IRA provides 12 standards for the English Language Arts.
According to information provided by the NCTE/IRA, the standards “provide ample
room for the innovation and creativity essential to teaching and learning” and the
standards are not “distinct and separable; they are, in fact, interrelated and should be
considered as a whole” (www.ncte.org). For the NCTE/IRA standards see Appendix I.
Meeting Common Core State Standards
The objective of the Common Core State Standards was to establish uniform
standards to ensure all students have high expectations for English Language Arts (ELA)
as well as for literacy across the academic disciplines. Essentially, the standards promote
the literacy skills required at all educational levels by supporting the learning/process
strands needed for academic and intellectual development. The College and Career
Readiness Anchor Standards serve as the foundation for the ELA/literacy standards by
articulating core knowledge and skills such as critical thinking, close reading, and
comprehension of various genres of texts of various levels of complexity. For the
Common Core College and Career Readiness Anchor Standards for English/Reading see
111

Appendix J. For the Common Core College and Career Readiness Anchor Standards for
English/Speaking and Listening see Appendix K.
Learning/Process Strands
How literacy is defined affects multiple educational areas including classroom
instruction, community services, and the literacy opportunities offered to students and
adults who demonstrate extensive need for support in this area (Keefe & Copeland,
2011), however there is no universally set definition of literacy. Definitions of literacy
reflect various diverse theoretical perspectives include reading, writing, speaking and
listening, visual literacy, critical thinking, critical literacy, and the ability to choose and
utilize various and appropriate modes of communication for specific purposes.
According to Rassool (1999), basic literacy is “the acquisition of technical skills
involving the decoding of written texts and the writing of simple statements within the
context of everyday life” (p. 7). Based on this definition, being literate involves
possessing the skills to be able to read, write, listen, and speak to understand and create
meaning, and to the development of practices that allow students to understand how
meaning is made through language and texts across subject areas. Literacy has developed
from the ability to read and write print texts to include ‘multi-literacies’, which includes
other forms and methods of communicating information (Cope & Kalantzis, 2009; New
London Group, 1996). Speaking and listening mediates learning across all curriculum
areas (Wyatt-Smith and Cumming, 2003), it involves the integration of multi-modes,
specifically, speaking and listening, reading, writing, and viewing, as well as the
following:
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-

use of subject specific terminology

-

movement away from the use of familiar language to the use of language which
utilizes the grammatical and conceptual constructs of the subject

-

use of appropriate language based on the interaction when the aim is the
development of content specific knowledge and skills.

Collaborative discourse/speaking focused on subject specific texts support
understanding and development of content knowledge and overall literacy. In successful
discourse communities, two types of spoken interaction should characterize the
classroom environment: the teacher/student interactional context, and the student/student
interactional context. Within the teacher/student interactional context the teacher
operates as the authority or more knowledgeable and experienced entity in the classroom.
The teacher serves as the model for behavior and draws students into the classroom
practices (Vygotsky, 1998). With the student/student interactions, students work
collaboratively and develop their understandings independent of the teacher (Alexander,
2006; Alexander, 2008; Mercer et al., 2004). This secondary type of speaking used in
collaborative peer situations is referred to as “exploratory talk” (Barnes, 2008), and can
be extended to include elements addressing social or ethical issues that transitions the
classroom interaction and personal process into critical thinking. The product of the
classroom engagement demonstrates the degree to which oral language plays an
important role in comprehension.
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Question Types
Over the course of the observations and based on what was described as the
discourse model, six types of questions (Paul, 2006), were posed by both professors to
the students:
1. Questions for Clarification:
i.

Why do you say that?

ii.

How does this relate to our discussion?

2. Questions that Probe Assumptions:
i.

What could we assume instead?

ii.

How could we verify or dispute that assumption?

3. Questions that Probe Reasons and Evidence:
i.

What could be an example?

ii.

What is that analogous to?

iii.

What do you think causes that to happen? Why?

4. Questions about Viewpoints and Perspectives:
i.

What would be an Alternative?

ii.

What is another way to look at it?

iii.

Why is it necessary or beneficial? Who benefits?

iv.

What are the strengths and weaknesses?

5. Questions that Probe Implications and Consequences:
i.

What generalizations can you make?

ii.

What are the consequences of that assumption?

iii.

What are you implying?
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6. Questions about the Question:
i.

What is the point of this question?

ii.

How does this/that apply to everyday life?

During the course of the observations, it was evident that a combination select
standards from both the NCTE and CCSS standards were embedded into development of
the lessons over the course of the semester, with emphasis on the application of the CCSS
standards to develop the lessons. The professors integrated traditional print and digital
media reflective of racial and socio-political issues as catalysts for classroom discourse,
as well as varied period and genre writing to facilitate discourse interactions among
students. Students were prompted to draw upon their prior experiences to support
analysis and engagement as they identified key ideas and details from the content, as well
as evaluate key ideas and arguments in the text and oral discourses; attitudes reflective of
both the NCTE and CCSS standards. Over the course of the observations, the lessons
were contextualized through three distinct lenses: students’ knowledge of the text
content, teacher/student interactions, and students’ behaviors. An illustration of the
discourse activities is provided below.

ENGL 112 - Observation #1
The professor of this course utilized texts centered on themes that reflected issues
related to social justice. Excerpts from five texts were assigned to this lesson for reading
and analysis: Civil Disobedience (Thoreau, 1849), Declaration of Independence
(Jefferson, 1775), Police Brutality (Malcolm X, 1962), I Have a Dream (King, 1963),
and Martin Luther King Jr. on Civil Disobedience (King, 1965). Students were required
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to familiarize themselves with the text content prior to arrival to class. In the lesson on
“Deciphering Themes in Texts through Collaborative Discourse” the professor reiterated
themes or concepts were embedded in texts and the resulting messages interpreted by the
reader reflected attitudes about human behavior and society. Students were informed to
direct their attention to the focus of the lesson which the professor had projected on the
white-board. This was the format the professor used to begin all classroom sessions. The
professor initiated the session by posing a clarifying question to the students, which was:
“Keeping Thoreau’s speech in mind, what was the overall aim of Jefferson’s argument?”
Students demonstrated knowledge of the content through recall of the texts, how they
paraphrased details from the texts, and identifying the central arguments of various texts
which emphasized they understand the concepts of the texts. Over the course of the
session the professor asked three types of questions. One type of question was a
clarifying question. One example of a clarifying questions is: “How did Jefferson
present that line of argument?” This question was posed to students by the professor to
guide them in deciphering the structured argument in the document the Declaration of
Independence as well as the process of constructing the central argument. Over the
course of the observation, students struggled to articulate their understanding of the
importance of the ‘processes’ used in written and oral discourse which aligns with the
ability to analyze the development of key ideas in text based on the second CCSS anchor
standard of key ideas and details when reading texts. Another type of question was a
probing question based on assumptions. An example of a probing question the professor
posed to initiate the class discussion is: “Keeping Thoreau’s speech in mind, what was
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the overall aim of Jefferson’s argument?” Over the course of the observation, students
appeared to discuss the texts in isolation instead of deciphering the common themes
among the various texts and synthesizing their findings in a unified discourse which
aligns with the ability to analyze multiple texts that address similar themes or topics using
a comparative lens as reflected in CCSS anchor standard of integration of knowledge and
ideas. The third type of question was a question about viewpoints and perspectives. An
example of a question about viewpoints and perspectives is: “What did you understand
from King?” During the discourse collaborations sessions, the professor appeared to
pose summative evaluations of students’ comprehension of key points within the texts.
During this lesson the professor posed lower order questions that tested knowledge and
comprehension (Bloom, 1956). Lower order knowledge questions test memory without
required understanding; lower order comprehension questions require summary and
description using language authentic to the speaker without required associations. Over
the course of the session the professor posed six questions to the students. All of the
questions were scripted and lacked originality. Of the six questions posed to the students,
one question was answered. Over the course of the session the professor often prompted
students to “talk through the text” and to “put [their] spin” on the text to support their
interpretations. Over the course of the session the professor prompted students to engage
in specificity. The following example illustrated the interaction:
Professor: What theme is dominant in the text?
Student: Oppression.
Professor: Avoid global terms. Don’t tell me oppression, tell me, what
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specifically what form of oppression can you identify?
Professor: What did you understand from King?
Student: He spoke about…
Professor: Don’t tell me what he spoke about…tell me what you understood.
Note-taking as a construct of annotation supports comprehension. Over the course of the
session, most students demonstrated no obvious note-taking patterns. Students engaged
with their peers and queried the professor’s directions, talking amongst themselves for
clarification. Students engaged in line by line deconstruction of specific texts. Students
identified key portions of specific texts that resonated and explained how the texts made
impressions on their comprehension.

ENGL 112 - Observation #2
The second observation session continued use of text centered on themes that
reflected issues related to social justice. One text was assigned for reading and analysis:
Composite Pops (Jackson, 2019). Additionally, students were required to familiarize
themselves with fifteen discussion questions based on the reading. In the lesson which
continued with the focus “Deciphering Themes in Texts through Collaborative
Discourse” the professor provided a general prompt to the students to volunteer to initiate
the session by providing a summary of the text. Over the course of the lesson, the
students were able to explain what happened in the text using recall of the content. The
students easily summarized the text content and shared inferences they made about the
characters and their actions in the story. During the second session, students again were
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able to incorporate prior knowledge into their discussion to support development of the
discourse interactions. Students made personal connections to specific events
documented in the text, and students made viable connections to other text content. One
student mentioned it was important for positive male influences to be present in the lives
of both adolescent boys and girls while another student addressed the implications of
establishing levels of confidence and trust based on male influences. Another student
demonstrated the significance of language and its impact on meaning and comprehension
by distinguishing between the connotations implications of “dad/pops” versus “father” as
opposed to relying on the denotative meanings of the words. Other students made
personal connections to the text, for instance one individual explored how multiple
influences defined character, while another student stated regarding discipline, the male
presence in the life of an adolescent produced a different result that the female presence.
Over the course of the session students emphasized a conceptual grasp of the reading
material through character point-of-view analysis. Students explored themes. Students
explored character motivation and distinguished among ideas. Students identified
implication of ideas, and how writing strategies impacted the meaning of the text. Over
the course of the session the professor asked three types of questions. One type of
question was a clarifying question. An example of this was: “Who is “Pops” (180)?
Explain the importance of this role in Jackson’s life.” Another type of question was a
probing question for analysis. An example of this was: “How doe Mitchell Jackson’s
story ‘Composite Pops’ reimagine the notion that a single mother can play the role of
both the father and the mother?” The third type of question was a question about
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viewpoints and perspectives. An example of this was: “What point was the character
making by ‘girls need their dad too’?” During this lesson the professor posed lower order
knowledge and comprehension questions and higher order analysis questions. Lower
order knowledge and comprehension questions were described in the previous
illustration. Higher order analysis questions require the reader to deconstruct information
and describe how the individual parts connect to produce an end product (Bloom, 1956).
Over the course of the session the professor often prompted students to “delve deeper into
the analysis” and suggested students “ask ‘why’ questions to better understand the
characters of the text.” Over the course of the session the professor posed eight questions
to the students. All of the questions were scripted and lacked originality. Of the eight
questions posed to the students, all eight questions were answered. Over the course of
this session, most students demonstrated no obvious note-taking patterns. Students
appeared more engaged with their peers. Students extended the ideas raised by their
peers. Students questioned the author’s motives and challenged ideas raised by their
peers. Where students exhibited challenges to articulate ideas and validate perspectives
with information from the text, personal associations were made.

ENGL 112 - Observation #3
The third observation session continued use of text centered on themes that
reflected issues related to social justice. Two texts were assigned for reading and
analysis: Composite Pops (Jackson, 2019), and Who’s Irish (Jen, 1999). Students were
required to familiarize themselves with fourteen discussion questions based on the
reading. The lesson focused on “Creating a Dialogue around Multiple Texts.” The
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professor initiated the discussion and informed the students their discourse sessions
would be timed. Students were prompted to volunteer to recap the dominant ideas from
the previous session. Students demonstrated knowledge of the content in various ways:
through recall of the text content with fluidity of expression, based on how they clarified
information from the texts, based on how they critiqued the validity of the content, and
based on the degree to which they cited text details as evidence during the discussion and
made multiple references to the text. During the third session, students incorporated prior
knowledge into the discussion. Students evaluated ideas that emerged during the course
of the conversation based on content from the previous discourse session. Students
connected ideas that emerged during the course of the discourse to ideas from previous
discourse sessions. Over the course of the session students emphasized a conceptual
grasp of the readings in two ways: students challenged the ideas of the text and students
explained perceived distinctions in the text using hypothetical and real scenarios as
exemplars. Over the course of the session the professor asked three types of questions.
One type of question was a clarifying question. An example of this was: “What words do
not exist in Chinese, according to the Grandmother (Jen, 5)? Discuss how the lack of
certain words in certain languages, or the presence of those words in other languages,
help you understand that language’s culture” (Jen, 1999). Another type of question was a
probing question based on assumptions. An example of this was: “The narrator reveals
that she, too, was never against her daughter’s marriage, but says that she ‘wonder[ed] if
they look[ed] at the whole problem” (7). Discuss the “whole problem” as the narrator
sees it” (Jen, 1999). The third type of question was a question about viewpoints and
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perspectives. An example of this was: “Interpret the ending of the story, and Bess Shea’s
insistence that the Grandmother is a “permanent resident” (16) (Jen, 1999). During this
lesson the professor posed lower order knowledge and comprehension questions and
higher order analysis questions. Descriptions of both types of questions were provided in
previous illustrations. Over the course of the session the professor often prompted
students to engage in the following: “peel back the ideas”, “dig deeper”, “extend the
argument.” Over the course of the session the professor posed four questions to the
students. All of the questions were scripted and lacked originality. Of the four questions
posed to the students, all four questions were answered. Over the course of this session,
most students demonstrated no obvious note-taking patterns. As demonstrated in the
previous discourse session, students appeared more engaged with their peers, however
students struggled with time constraints. In those instances discourse at times appeared
stilted. Students vocalized more ideas when the discourse demonstrated more student
autonomy. Students demonstrated greater reticence to engage when the session shifted
and became professor driven.

ENGL 112 - Observation #4
In the fourth observation session one text was assigned for reading and analysis: I
Want a Wife (Brady, 1971). Students were given the text at the beginning of the class
and informed they were allotted fifteen minutes to read and make necessary annotations,
then fifteen minutes for small group discussion. Prior to reading students created three
discourse groups. After individual silent reading, students engaged in small group
discussion of the text. At the end of the time assigned for discussion, the professor
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initiated a whole class analysis of the text. The lesson focused on “Analysis of Text and
Use of Language.” The students initiated the discussion. Students demonstrated
knowledge of the content in two ways: students recalled the text content and explained
key aspects of the text. During the fourth session, students activated schema and
connected the text to other text content and real-life contexts. Over the course of the
session students emphasized a conceptual grasp of the material in multiple ways: students
identified the author’s main idea and line of reasoning, presented interpretations of the
text content, analyzed author’s persona, and challenged the author’s perspectives and
those of their peers. Over the course of the session the students asked six types of
questions. One type of question was a clarifying question. An example of this was: “The
piece was written in 1971; do these attitudes still exist today?” Another type of question
was a question based on viewpoints and perspectives. An example of this was: “Do you
think she’s lying, that it is her experience she’s talking about as she reflects?” The third
type of question probed reasons and evidence. An example of this was: “What was her
tone? Can you refer to the text to support that?” The fourth type of question probed
implications and consequences. An example of this was: “Do you think she could be
saying something about men, that husbands are selfish? What could this mean in terms
of how she approaches her relationships?” During this lesson the students posed lower
order knowledge and comprehension questions and higher order analysis questions.
Descriptions of both types of questions were provided in previous illustrations. Over the
course of the session the professor assumed the role of a silent observer and the students
assumed autonomy over the discussion. Students responded to all four questions over the
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course of the session with extensive discussion. All questions posed four questions to the
students. All of the questions were authentically crafted during the course of the
preparation time allotted. Over the course of this session, most students appeared
interested in the discourse. Students listened intently to their peers. During the course of
the session students visibly reviewed the text. During the course of the session students
visibly annotated their texts.

ENGL 112 - Observation #5
In the fifth observation session, two previously assigned texts were reviewed:
Composite Pops (Jackson, 2019), and Who’s Irish (Jen, 1999), and an excerpt was added
to supplement the reading: Relations Between the Generations in Immigrant Families
(Foner & Dreby, 2011). The professor initiated the session with the following question:
“Why did the author use language such as ‘wild’?” Students responded to the question
and demonstrated general knowledge of the content in multiple ways: students engaged in
active retelling of the content, students provided definition of terms, students provided
explanations within their responses, and students provided relevant text evidence in
support of ideas. During the session, students provided little evidence that ideas from the
texts were synthesized into a cohesive narrative for the purpose of the discussion. Over
the course of the session students emphasized a conceptual grasp of the material through
articulation of key themes in individual texts. Unlike the previous session, this class
session was dominated by the professor regarding the questions asked, the degree to
which students were prompted to respond, and the responses provided. Over the course
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of the session the professor prompted students to respond through the use of follow-up
questions. The following example illustrated the interaction:
Professor: Why did the author use language such as “wild”?
Students: The author was critical of the character’s behavior
Professor: Okay. What context was used, what detail was juxtaposed?
Student: Stereotyping of characters and behavior.
Professor: What stereotypes exist within the text? What is the irony of the story?
Student: The Chinese mother stereotypes Irish peoples.
In the above illustration initially one student unsuccessfully attempted to answer. The
professor repeatedly prompted the student but provided analysis of the text instead. The
professor attempted to synthesize the texts and asked the following questions:
Professor: Discuss the representation of fathers in the texts as parents and
providers. How does each text add to the ideas presented in the other texts?
The teacher eventually posed the following question: “In any text who has power and
how is it represented?” One student asked the following question: “Does influence and
power go hand in hand?” The same student responded: “If so, the woman holds the
power.” Over the course of the session the professor asked four types of questions. One
type of question was a clarifying question. An example of this was: “Define the word
‘Stereo-type’. How do the characters in the text use stereotypes?” Another type of
question was a question based on viewpoints and perspectives. An example of this was:
“Why does Bess offer Natalie’s mother a place to live?” The third type of question
probed assumptions. An example of this was: “What is the deeper argument being made
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by the author?” The fourth type of question probed reasons and evidence. An example
of this was: “How does each text add to the ideas presented in other texts? What details
support this?” During this lesson the professor posed lower order knowledge and
comprehension questions, higher order analysis questions, and higher order synthesis
questions. Descriptions of both knowledge and comprehension questions and analysis
questions were provided in previous illustrations. Higher order synthesis questions create
a new entity using combined ideas from different sources (Bloom, 1956). Over the
course of the session the professor asked a total of nine questions. Students demonstrated
a struggle to respond to the questions asked. Of the nine questions students responded to
nine, however the responses lacked depth and required prompting. The questions were
both scripted and authentically crafted. Unlike the previous session none of the students
annotated actively. In addition to the prompts made by the professor, students
intermittently interjected to provide explanations and evidence in support of their peers.
Over the course of the session, few students demonstrated an inability to successfully
respond to questions asked by the professor.

ENGL 150 - Observation #1
The professor of this course utilized texts that reflected a variety of socially
relevant issues. One text was assigned to this lesson for reading and analysis: The Yellow
Wallpaper (Gilman, 1892). Students were required to read and annotate the text, and use
oral discourse to respond to discussion questions. In the lesson on “Creating a Dialogue
around Multiple Texts” the professor directed students to form a circle and focus on the
reading while she wrote the focus of the lesson on the white-board. This was the format
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the professor used to begin all classroom sessions. The professor initiated the session
with the following question: “Consider the different definitions of madness and the
author’s personal statements in her editorial, and discuss how the differing definitions
and the author’s statements work to enhance the meaning of The Yellow Wallpaper.”
Students identified ideas around which the text was developed responded to the question
and demonstrated general knowledge of the content. During the session, students
referenced various historical contexts and made references to other related text content as
evidence of prior knowledge. Over the course of the session students emphasized a
conceptual grasp of the material through critique of the author’s choices, schematic
connections, they demonstrated character analysis, and identified themes. Over the
course of the session the professor asked three types of questions. One type of question
was a clarifying question. An example of this was: “How would you describe the story’s
setting; how and why is the setting significant?” Another type of question probed
implications. An example of this was the question was: “What does the story suggest
about middle-class women’s place and role(s) in society in the 1800s?” The third type of
question was a question about viewpoints and perspectives. An example of this was:
“What does the narrator mean when she says, ‘I’ve got out at last, in spite of you and
Jane’?” During this lesson the professor posed lower order questions that tested students’
knowledge and comprehension, and higher order analysis questions. Over the course of
the session the students asked and responded to eight discussion questions. All of the
questions were scripted and lacked originality. This session was directed by the students
who raised questions and responded to their peers. There was minimal interruption from
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the professor. The following example illustrated the interaction between the students:
Student 1: Do you think the holes in the wallpaper is (sic) like jail bars? You can
see the other side but not get to the other side.
Student 2: It shows how long she was in there.
Student 3: Why didn’t they bring the child?
Student 4: She does not have a motherhood role…
Student 5: What is our standard of crazy vs. society’s, then and now?
Student 4: It’s based on how trauma impacts perspective and redirects our
reality.
Over the course of the session, most students demonstrated intermittent note-taking.
Students engaged in discussion with their peers; they reinforced existing comments,
raised and responded to scripted questions, and challenged ideas raised by their peers.

ENGL 150 - Observation #2
The second session utilized one text for reading and analysis: Everyday Use
(Walker, 1973). The professor clarified students were required to read the text before the
class began. In the lesson which continued with the focus “Creating a Dialogue around
Multiple Texts”, the professor repeated her strategy for beginning the session as
described in the previous narrative. The professor posed the following question to initiate
the discussion: “Where does the story take place?” To demonstrate knowledge of the
content students centered their discussion on concepts relevant to era and race as
explored in the text and the relationship between the two concepts. Students made
repeated references to the impact of historical influences on race relations to demonstrate
128

prior knowledge. Over the course of the session students emphasized a conceptual grasp
of the reading material through critical analysis of the text. Students connected the text to
contemporary issues, and analyzed thematic concepts and validated their analysis with
relevant text content. Over the course of the session four scripted questions and six
authentic questions were raised by students. Students raised five types of questions. One
type of question was a clarifying question. An example of this was: “What is the turning
point of the story?” Another type of question was about viewpoints and perspectives. An
example of this was: “Why do you think Maggie is so content at the end?” Another type
of question was about reasons and evidence. An example of this was: “Why help her
family if she doesn’t care for them?” Another type of question probed assumptions. An
example of this was: Wouldn’t it make more sense for her to keep away since she scorned
her past?” Another type of question probed implications and consequences. An example
of this was: “What does it say about the way the man held Maggie’s hand?” During this
lesson the students posed lower order knowledge and comprehension questions and
higher order analysis questions. No obvious note-taking patterns were demonstrated.
Students appeared engaged with their peers; many students spoke simultaneously,
extended discussions initiated by peers, and generated authentically constructed questions
based on the group discourse.

ENGL 150 - Observation #3
The third observation session continued use of the text Everyday Use and
continued the focus of “Creating a Dialogue around Multiple Texts”. The professor
initiated the discussion and posed the following question: “Could this story just as well
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have been about a white mother and her daughters? Aside from the African or Muslim
names, does anything distinguish Dee’s relations with her mother and Maggie as
especially black? If not, is that a strength of the story, or a weakness?” To demonstrate
knowledge of the content students connected historical era content to text content.
During the third session, to incorporate prior knowledge into the discussion students
made references to relevant contemporary issues. Over the course of the session students
emphasized a conceptual grasp of the reading through analysis of the text content. Over
the course of the session students posed three types of questions. One type of question
was a clarifying question. An example of this was: “How does Walker’s syntax in this
section contribute to the narrator’s tone of self-respect?” Another type of question was a
question about a question. An example of this was: “How does setting impact the
opening question?” The third type of question was a question about viewpoints and
perspectives. An example of this was: “Why do African Americans born in America live
in depressed conditions when they have all the privileges of citizenship?” During this
lesson the students engaged in lower order comprehension questions and higher order
analysis questions. Over the course of the session the students initiated and responded to
four scripted questions, and three authentic questions. Over the course of this session
most students demonstrated no obvious note-taking patterns. As demonstrated in the
previous discourse session, students appeared more engaged with their peers, speaking
simultaneously on multiple occasions to convey their ideas.

ENGL 150 - Observation #4

130

In the fourth observation session the professor continued use of Everyday Use.
The professor initiated a whole class discussion with the following question:
This assignment is designed to help students better appreciate Walker’s complex
characterization. In this story she creates foil characters not only to highlight the
qualities of the sisters Maggie and Dee/Wangero, but also to highlight qualities in
the narrator. Examine the different methods of characterization outlined with
evidence and explain what each reveals about the character. Conclude your
analysis with an exploration of the purpose of the foil technique.
The students demonstrated knowledge of the content through use of text citations in
response to the opening question. Students demonstrated no use of prior knowledge
during the discussion. Over the course of the session students emphasized a conceptual
grasp of the material in multiple ways: students identified thematic concepts, engaged in
character and text analysis, analyzed the implications of character behavior, and analyzed
inter-relationships. Over the course of the session the students asked three types of
questions. One type of question was a clarifying question. An example of this was:
“Why wasn’t she accepting of how/who she is? Was the mother comfortable with
herself?” Another type of question was a question based on viewpoints and perspectives.
An example of this was: “How has your perspective about the reading changed?” The
third type of question probed reasons and evidence as demonstrated in the opening
question. During this lesson the students responded to one scripted question and posed
and responded to eight authentically crafted questions. The opening question posed by
the professor was a higher order analysis question. The questions posed and responded to
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by students were a combination of lower order knowledge and comprehension questions
and higher order analysis questions. Over the course of the session the professor
continued in the capacity of silent observer and the students assumed autonomy over the
discussion. Over the course of this session, most students appeared interested in the
discourse. Students listened intently to their peers. Students demonstrated no obvious
note-taking patterns.

ENGL 150 - Observation #5
In the fifth observation session, two newly assigned texts were reviewed: Jim
Crow – Shorthand for Segregation, and Racism, A History – Slavery to Segregation. The
professor directed the students to initiate the discussion based on their understanding of
and annotations made on the assigned texts. Students demonstrated knowledge of the
content in two ways: students recalled information and identified central ideas of the
texts. During the session, students incorporated multiple contexts: historical, social,
political, and economic into their discussions. Over the course of the session students
emphasized a conceptual grasp of the material through authentically constructed
questions directly applicable to the texts, students validated responses using text content,
students evaluated their peers’ responses, and students analyze key portions of the texts.
Similar to previous sessions, this class session was very student centered; students asked
four kinds of questions. Over the course of the session the students generated four types
of questions. One type of question was a clarifying question. An example of this was:
“When did education lose its value? What era did that take place?” Another type of
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question was a question based on viewpoints and perspectives. An example of this was:
“do you think integration was worth it?” The third type of question probed implications
and consequences. An example of this was: “How does that resonate with the concept of
‘value systems’?” The fourth type of question probed reasons and evidence. An example
of this was: “What prevents blacks from moving out of the system?” During this lesson
the students posed lower order knowledge and comprehension questions, higher order
analysis questions. Descriptions of both knowledge and comprehension questions and
analysis questions were provided in previous illustrations. Over the course of the session
the students generated and responded to fourteen questions. During the session, students
annotated while the video aired. Over the course of the session, students were engaged,
posed and responded to questions, and challenged responses supplied by their peers.

Student Interviews
The student interviews were conducted in the adjunct office of the English
department on the college campus and in the college library and represented the third
stage of data collection. Seven (7) students – 3 males and 4 females – were interviewed
by the researcher; the interviews were recorded and later transcribed. Of the seven
participants, five (three females and two males) migrated from Caribbean countries, and
four of the seven (two males and two females) are married and parents to adolescent or
young adult children. All students were enrolled in freshman courses; three (3) students
were returning freshmen with prior college experience. Nine (9) interview questions
were posed to the participants and each participant was encouraged to respond as openly
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as possible to each question. The following table illustrates the themes and sub-groups
based on the student interview questions and resulting data.
Table 7
Student Interviews Questions and Themes

Theme

Sub-Group

Interview Questions

Academic Influence – A

_

1, 2

Experiences – B

The Dialogic

4, 5, 6

Experience – B1

3, 7

Challenges; Environmental
& Instructional – B2
Impact of Discourse – C

_

8, 9

Students who participated in individual interviews did not participate in later
focus group interviews. All names used are pseudonyms.
Academic Influences (A)
Responses for the first theme were a result of the first question, “Please tell me as
much as you are able to about yourself, e.g. what motivated your return to academics, are
you a first-time or returning college student?” and the second question, “As an adult
student, what factors impacted your choices regarding what institution to attend,
academic major, etc.?” In response to question 1, all participants’ cited both intrinsic and
extrinsic motivational factors serving as the catalyst for their decisions. Generally,
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participants were motivated by the efficacy of close family members. One participant,
Ricardo stated his inspiration was his mother who did not complete high school because
she started raising children at an early age, but received her high school diploma at the
age of forty, and another, Icon, who returned to school so she could provide her children
with academic support. Another participant, Ann viewed her return to school as a
personal challenge stating, “I work as a tech in the emergency room. I've been there for
20 years. I said, okay, let me take on another challenge, take my job description for
another level, which is either the LPN or RN. So I decided I wanted to go back to school
to acquire knowledge.” Other participants were motivated by family obligations or the
need for professional ethos as in the case of Dillon who stated, “I joined the army, then
moved over to the marines, but my wife, she was against this whole violence and all that,
she wanted me to just to go back to school and try to get a nine to five job” and Anesia
who stated she was pursuing her degree because she, “had to basically share the
responsibility financially at home with [her] mom.” According to Anesia she, “put
school behind because of that and then when [she] realized that education really
determine[d] your financial capabilities, it really motivated [her] to read, to go back to
school or to go back to getting [her] degree, seeing other friends that actually were
younger who had degrees and were ahead much further in life financially.” Of the seven
participants, one of four female participants, Anada, a new college student identified two
factors that motivated her decision. Anada stated she viewed her mother as an
inspiration. Anada stated, “What motivated me to come to school is definitely my mother.
She's always a person in the educational background, she's currently in school herself,
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right now. So, what motivated me is the urge to learn more, and to definitely become a
better person, something for myself.” Anada also stated cultural expectations additionally
motivated her pursuit of a college education. Anada stated, “What motivated me to come
back to school is that I'm from the Island, and we always have this background where we
value going back to school. Coming here years ago, education is something that you
must have, and when you have it, no one can take it away from you.”
In response to question 2, participants generally acknowledged the practical
convenience of the institution, community familiarity, and cultural relatability impacted
their decisions to attend that particular college. One participant identified the college as
influencing their academic pathway. Participant Dillon sited the relatability as
responsible for his choice of school. He stated, “I figured black college, I probably might
fit in here, black people, it’s my people.” Icon stated she identified the institution because
of its iconic status. She stated, “As a black school, we need to support our own. We need
to build our community.” Likewise Troy stated his connection with the community
influenced his decision. He stated:
I live in the community. My mother went to college [here], so I kind of was raised
in the hallways. Like my mom would be in class and I would be like outside or
sometimes in class with her. So I just got very familiar with the, you know, the
building of this institution and you know, the proximity hopes. So, just being able
to be one part of the community and near my house, it just all lined up perfectly.
Anada was the sole participant whose response included how the institution aligned with
her professional goals. She stated, “I chose [the school] because location-wise,
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obviously, is closer to my home, and, also, because some of the CUNY schools do not
offer the nursing program, and, you know, that is one of the factors I come here because
they do offer the nursing program. It's close to home. It's Brooklyn. The population, I
can relate to the professors.” Ricardo was the sole participant who identified the
institution based solely on convenience of location stating, “I work during the day and
wanted to come to school at night, this along with another school was convenient for me.
It was easier for me to go to work and come to school at either one of those two
locations.”
Experiences
The Dialogic Experience (B1)
Responses for the second theme and first sub group were a result of the fourth
question, “What are your thoughts on the use of dialogue as a support for instruction in
your college classrooms?” How does dialogic practice inform your instruction? Is the
practice innate or acquired and implemented over time?” the fifth question, “Reflecting
on your earlier instruction, was dialogue and dialogic communities a part of that
construct?”, and the sixth question, “Can you recall some early experiences where use of
discourse in the classroom helped you better learn/comprehend material taught to you?”
In response to question 4, participants’ responses aligned thematically. All participants
stated their dialogic experience held a plethora of positive implications for their practice
as students including how they considered content, how they articulated their ideas to
others, how they engaged in organic discourse, and their overall self-efficacy in the
classroom. Ricardo stated in his classes the use of dialogue supported a sense of
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relatability to the content. He stated that as an older student, his life experiences
supported contributions to the classroom engagement. Ann and Icon provided responses
that were similar to Ricardo’s. Ann stated the dialogic stances supported her attempts at
articulation and provided a comfortable environment for her to learn. Icon referenced the
ease of the collaborative learning communities and how the sharing of ideas supported
learning. Anesia noted what she considered the validity of the dialogic stances.
According to Anesia, “It’s very important because sometimes the answer or the
explanation don't always come from a book or even from a video or even from the lecture
itself, so most of the time it comes from something that a student says.” Anada stated the
use of discourse positively impacted her personality. Anada stated she demonstrated
more extroverted behaviors and improved communication skills, increased levels of
confidence, and improved articulation. According to Anada:
I was never really big speaker for crowds and everything else. Definitely small
group conversation. Big group conversation in the classroom definitely
motivated me to be more outspoken person when I go out on the streets, or you
know, I go to an interview, I can be able to express myself without stuttering.
Because before I stutter all the time, so classroom discussion helps you to bring
out the "you." It also helps you to express yourself and share ideas, even ideas
that you might think is stupid.
Participants Troy and Dillon shared more expansive responses related to the use of
dialogue in the classroom. According to Troy, discourse promotes learning, a sense of
collaboration and communal understanding, it supports a uniform knowledge base, and
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the expansion and evaluation of ideas and concepts, and the innate questioning
characteristic of discourse support the processing of information, which in turn supports
comprehension. Troy stated:
I think the classes that promote conversation like within the group, are the classes
where I've learned the most, and that's simply because as a group I would say that
we all come in with the same level of knowledge and understanding of the topic,
some, maybe just a little more than others, but because we're on the same base
and we're all having conversation and working together to understand the
concepts. Then they can throw in their own little arguments throw their own
little theories and concepts and ideas and then as a group you can expand on the
topic rather than just like, you heard something said once and now you have to
like try to picture it and put it together in your mind. Like, I heard that the
professors or instructors say it, but like what does that mean? When you have
conversation, you're able to go, okay: this is what it looks like. This is what it
means. This is what it means to me. What does it mean to you? What does it
mean to her, and you're able to just get more than just hearing things for face
value.
Similar to Troy, Dillon viewed the discourse forums as opportunities for students to
process their thoughts and build on their confidence through initiated discourse that led to
organic discourse. According to Dillon:
To me, I think it's pretty good. It helps other people to burn out what they're
thinking instead of having someone to sit there and not saying anything. You
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have some people that is going to be sitting around the table and from the time
that one person started talking, they might feel a little more confidence to bring
out stuff, so, what the professor was doing, I think it was pretty cool because she
knew exactly how to get people to speak, put us in a position whereby we have to
talk, we have no other option but to talk about this stuff. That was the basic thing,
most important thing for us to get going. A lot of people that I saw in the class,
they [were] like, "I'm not gonna say anything," they was just sitting there quiet.
When we [were] sitting around the table and then we started talking. It was like a
regular conversation it was like the professor wasn't even there anymore except
for when we hear her talking, but it was just communicating the amount of stuff
and that was good. That dialogue was what we needed to actually bring out what
we said that was in our head that we need to say.
Dillon also noted further impacts of the use of instructional dialogue. In addition to
building communication and fostering knowledge, Dillon noted the impact on his levels
of confidence stating:
So this new area that I'm in, whereby you sit amongst people and talk about stuff,
it helps me, it helps me in my job, it helps me at home, it helped me to be more out
there now. I could speak, I could talk about things that I didn't even know before.
A lot of things that I learned in English class, I didn't even know before, it helped
me to be more positive as to what I say now, more confident.
In response to question 5, all participants’ responses aligned as they all stated they had
little or no prior dialogic experience in their classrooms. Ricardo who self-identified as
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introverted stated organic conversations were not a familiar practice when he was a high
school student, though he had experienced more structured infrequent debates as in-class
activities. Anada stated her experience revolved around the teacher singling out
individual students which created a sense of fear and panic, and undermined her
confidence in the classroom. Anada stated, “On basis-to-basis, not really. I think what's
the problem is the teacher, they will like, identify you, single you out, and ask the
question. It makes you feel scared. When you are in a group, you discuss it with
everybody and for me, it was always a single out from the class and ask the question.
You are always put on the spot, you are always scared to ask questions.” Similar to
Ricardo, Icon’s experience with in-class discourse was limited to debate activities as
opposed to discourse communities where students were provided greater autonomy to
generate organic conversations that explored their understanding of text content.
Similarly, Ann’s prior academic experiences were limited to in-class debate activities that
provided little room for free-flowing conversation. Anesia mentioned some experience
with in-class dialogue as a high school student. Anesia stated there was some open
dialogue, however that was limited compared to her current experiences with discourse in
the classroom. Anesia also identified differences in areas such as instructional style,
learning opportunities, and exposure that she characterized as cultural disparities.
According to Anesia:
It was, but not as much as here. Here in America, I find there's a lot more
dialogue. There's a lot more discussion on what the students experience or how
they feel about a subject, whereas in the Caribbean, for me what I experienced is
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the lecturer teaching and asking questions, but the exposure that the students
would have probably had to the topic, they didn't have that exposure. Here is
different, you get students who have more exposure in different aspects. Like
probably they have a little bit more to bring to the table in terms of discussion as
opposed to in the Caribbean where for me it looks like you're just more or less
taught and you understand and that's it.
In response to question 5, Troy who was born in America stated there was some, but no
great emphasis placed on dialogue as a part of instruction. According to Troy, rote
instruction typified his high school instructional experience, and contrasted his prior
experiences with current dialogic experiences. Troy stated:
I want to say there has been some but definitely not the majority. Like I said, the
classes that promote dialogue are the classes that I do best in. Anything where
it's just like, okay, write this down and give it back to me later, I'll pass that only
because it's that simple. Someone said something and all I have to do to say it
back, but if you want me to really understand and walk away with these concepts
and keep them, it's good to have a dialogue and conversation. Understand why
things are being settled, what these things really are.
Troy further stated:
Conversation creates understanding I think in all forms. So, I believe that
dialogue promotes like... Let me dial it back. I think school has the potential, like
in college when I'm taking classes, sometimes the class information, the
information I get from the class is only relevant for the course. Once that course
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is over, legitimately the day after it's a wash, I just completely dump all info and
it's gone, but through dialogue and conversations like okay, I can remember that
conversation that I had with this guy and the professor where we said ah, ah, la
dada. Then it's like, I remember that it's a memory, not just some words on the
board.
In response to question 6, Troy’s response indicated discourse eliminated mental barriers
students might experience in the classroom or with the course content based on how
information is presented, or discourse in initiated and propelled. Citing an early example
from his high school Science class, Troy stated:
So they're locked into their own way of thinking and without conversation,
without like... Sure you can get instruction but it will never break through their
own personal mental barrier. With conversations people were able to able to put
up, were able to display their barriers, which allowed for the instructor to break
down those barriers where the instructor was just teaching. You're like, okay, I
hear you, but the barrier is still up so it's not getting through. So that's why I
think the conversation like helps in that situation.
Anesia noted the classroom discourse supported learning/comprehension because it
promoted enthusiasm and interest in students. She stated the open dialogue and freedom
to engage in structured and unstructured discussions supported forums that were
comprehensive, informative, involved, and productive. According to an anecdote Anesia
supplied regarding a conversation in one of her high school Biology classes, a
conversation around contraception, a taboo topic in a highly conservative environment
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challenged students to ask questions, piqued their interest and enthusiasm to propel the
discussion so all students were engaged. According to Anesia the teacher, “did not really
want to go into the topic. She just wanted to basically just scratch the surface, but us
being students were very inquisitive.” Anesia further stated, “we were very curious and I
personally realized that she was doing that, so I really pushed to ask the questions and so
the discussion came about contraception and all different types of contraception and
when do you use it, and when not to.” Ann, the most mature participant reflected on the
importance of self-expression as a result of engagement in classroom discourse.
According to Ann the ability to talk and express oneself creates an enjoyable and
informative forum for students. Ann further stated the ability to bring varied experiences
supported understanding of concepts in the classroom. Ricardo, who reinforced his
nature is that of an introvert reinforced much of what informed his understanding of
content through discourse had been the anecdotal life experiences used to create context
stating in response to the sixth question, “It helps me because if it is something that I’ve
experienced or seen or witnessed, I can relate to it.”
Challenges: Environmental and Instructional (B2)
Responses for the second theme and second sub group were a result of the third
question, “Have you experienced notable stress associated with returning to the college
classroom? Please describe how you have internalized this/these stress/stresses. Please
describe what coping mechanisms you have developed to combat these forms of stress,”
and the seventh question, “Can you speak to factors that either limit or support your
discursive responses in the classroom today?” The second theme Experiences presented
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two sub-groups: The Dialogic Experience and Challenges with the second sub-group
presenting two components: Environmental Challenges and Instructional Challenges.
The first component of the second sub-group, Environmental Challenges referred to
factors within and outside of the classroom that contributed to stresses students had
experienced. The second component of the second sub-group referred to students
experienced with the pedagogy and content in the classroom that manifested in varied
forms of stresses. In response to question 3, participants presented a plethora of varied
responses. Icon responded stating she experienced no environmental stresses. She stated
she typifies her activities with structure which minimizes or eliminates opportunities for
stresses in her routine. Ann stated the combination of her demanding professional and
personal obligations, added to the academic commitments created stresses in her life.
According to Ann, the demands of being a full-time employee in a high stress
environment and assigned an early work day schedule created high stress demands. Ann
stated:
I'm a full-time worker. I work from 7:30 to 4:00 and then to leave from work to
go straight into school, it was a lot of pressure, and then you have to go home and
take care of chores, and you have to find time and just time is very important
when you're in school to study, because if you don't have time to read over your
work and to really get into it, then it's a pain. It's really a struggle, not an easy
struggle for a working mom, and then to study for classes. And the thing about it,
the courses are so short. The time is so short to do. I have no time to really get
into the lesson as all you'd want to get into it.
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Like Ann, Dillon cited the demands of balancing professional and personal obligations
with his academic responsibilities added to his stress levels. Dillon stated the experiences
of those demands were unfamiliar to him and manifests in struggles to establish a sound
sleep pattern. Dillon stated:
In terms of getting rest, sleep has been a major factor to me. I haven't got a lot of
sleep because getting off from work and having to study about work and having
study about class and then I have to study about my kids at home, so it give me
fatigue and tired sometimes I have to go to bed pretty early. So I would say
limited sleep and just the fact that I have all of this stuff I've got to worry about
now all the different paperwork that I have to be doing and then leaving my job.
It's something that's relatively new to me at this point, so I guess after the first
semester and now this semester, I think I could probably balance it now because
that first semester was pretty rough for me in terms of that, so I'm trying to figure
ways how to deal with this new semester.
Ricardo stated his stresses are a result of the age and culture clash he has experienced that
results in feelings of exclusion. Additionally, professional and personal demands added
to the demands of academia add to his stresses. Ricardo stated:
Well, it's hard to fit it with the younger college students, the ones who are coming
out of high school and those who are in their twenties and me being an older
student; that is stressful. Along with working eight hours and then coming to
school and have to do homework and staying up until twelve, one o'clock at night,
getting up three, four hours later to go back to work, that is stressful.
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Both Troy and Anada, the younger participants stated they did not have the responsibility
of family. Anada stated the general program requirements and financial demands of her
academic program, in addition what she described as a culture clash added to her
environmental stresses. Anada stated:
First of all, as a student coming from the Caribbean, coming into an institute like
CUNY, they do ask a lot of requirements, and for me it was difficult, because I
had to do a lot of exams, compared to students who went to high school over here.
So, I had to do a lot of ATB exams, pre-qualification exams. Definitely,
financially, it did play a big role because I wasn't qualified at the beginning.
More so, not passing these exams, because I did fail many times, and the stress of
not thinking I would ever be able to pass an exam just to come into College was
very stressful.
At the onset of the interview, Anesia stated she had a background in Accounting. Anesia
stated her environmental stresses manifested during the first semester of her freshman
year and were a result of some absence of autonomy and her personal inability to
concentrate in the academic setting with the same focus she demonstrated in her
professional setting. Anesia stated in her professional environment there is some
measure of autonomy and control because of her knowledge and skill with her
professional content, as opposed to the classroom where she has assumed the role of an
adult student and autonomy is given to someone else (the professor) to determine her
outcome (grade). Anesia stated:
I would say my attention span was different; compared to my working
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environment my school environment is different. With the working environment,
you know what you're doing so you just do it. But in the school environment
you're being taught, you have to learn, you have to pay attention, you have to
focus.
Anesia stated this inability to relinquish control impacted how she responded to the
material being taught, and how well she understood information being shared by her
professors. Anesia stated additional environmental factors that presented themselves as
challenges and stresses were behaviors demonstrated by her peers in various classes.
Anesia described behaviors such as a lack of student interest, inattentive attitudes,
students’ immaturity and students being unread and coming to classes unprepared were
environmental factors that negatively impacted the in-class instruction. Anesia stated her
environmental challenges manifested as instructional challenges.
In response to question 7, Anesia stated instructional challenges in the classroom
resulted from students’ disinterest and immaturity, and from unstructured group sessions
that were unproductive because students were provided with little or no instructional
guidance and excess autonomy to engage in unthemed discussions. According to Anesia,
the professor “would basically put [them] in a group to discuss a book or what we’ve
read about the book. It was a very broad discussion. It was not tailored towards like a
particular topic, like maybe oppression or whatever the book was about.” According to
Anesia, these early attempts at discourse sessions left her feeling dissatisfied. Anesia
claimed she “constantly went away feeling like [she] did not get what [she] came for.”
Anesia contrasted her early experiences with discourse during the first semester of her
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freshman college English class with that of her experiences from the second semester of
her freshman year. According to Anesia, her first semester’s experience limited her
responses while her second semester’s experience supported her responses because the
environment was better structured and the process and result more productive.
According to Anesia the discussions were directly connected to the text content, were
informative, the discussion were student centered and students were engaged. According
to Anesia, there was comprehensive, open participation that supported comprehension of
the text material. Regarding her second semester English class, Anesia stated:
The discussions were very lively. They were very informative and in as much as it
was a discussion, the whole class was involved in the discussion along with the
lecturer, so she were able to pull us and pull our attention into discussing
whatever the book was, and we all were interested in participating, giving our
own views, saying whatever we felt about the book and giving our own
experiences about what we felt the book was telling us.
Anesia stated the personality of the professor supported her engagement. Anesia noted,
“she put her personality into it, like she was well read about the books, she understood
the topics, she were [sic] able to answer questions and there was a more fruitful
discussion compared to being put in groups and not being led or not having that
purposeful discussion.”
In response to question 7, Ann offered a variety of factors that both restricted and
supported her in-class involvement. According to Ann, her experiences in her college
classes/discourse communities were rewarding because of provocative topics and
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insightful contributions by her peers. Ann stated her contributions to in class discussions
were limited because of the instructional approach of her instructor. Ann contrasted the
instruction style of her former psychology professor who engaged in discourse as a
pedagogical tool with that of her English professor who engaged in discourse as a
pedagogical tool. According to Ann, the disparity in personality manifested in disparities
in her responses in both courses; Ann stated one professor taught with greater enthusiasm
than the other professor. Ann stated one professor’s attitude was demonstrative of
condescension and disrespect which was obvious in the tonal language used with
students. Ann stated for her English course the professor demonstrated behaviors that
were less accommodating. Ann stated:
Well, I would say I think for my English class the teacher ... as you open your
mouth to speak, you have to come with facts for her. She deal with facts. She
need facts, and if you don't have facts, shut your mouth. That's basically what I
see. You have to come with good, good layers. She don't want no surface layer.
She want deep layers.
Like Ann, Anada’s participation was restricted by clashes in personality with her
professors. Anada described herself as extremely vocal and stated her observations of
previous professors revealed attitudes that suggested they were not open to students’
opinions. Anada stated she needed to feel some measure of comfort in the classroom to
engage in open discourse forums. Additionally, Anada stated the content being discussed
supported her discursive responses in the classroom. Anada stated insight form the
professor, varied perspectives that serve as a catalyst for critical thinking and questioning
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supports her discursive responses in the classroom. Anada stated:
Right now, I'm not actually scared to ask questions. Definitely not, but, it depends
on the Professor. If I do really want to know, like, what is this Professor saying, I
do not really get it, or maybe I heard this from a different Professor, then I
definitely do want to compare and see which one is accurate, so that way, going
out there, I'm knowledgeable. Or have evidence to what I'm talking about so I’ll
engage more in the conversation.
Similar to previous participants, Icon stated personality conflicts with professors
determine her levels of responsiveness in the classroom. Icon stated:
One problem I had with a teacher, we always communicated. I love to elaborate
on everything, but at the ending of the semester, I was going through a little
personal issue and when I came with my work, I wasn't there, and when I came to
present whatever I had brought in, she said I must stay at home, I should have
stayed home. And that was a negative for me. You're not going to tell me to stay
home. You going to hear why I was not at school, then I could give you an
answer, but if you going to give me that answer, then it's a problem with me, and
that's the only professor.
Two of the three male participants, Dillon and Troy provided juxtaposed views regarding
instructional factors that impede and support their levels of participation in the discourse
environment. According to Dillon, his discourse is restricted if he personally lacks
knowledge or possesses limited knowledge on a topic or the content. Dillon stated his
approach would be to quietly process the information while simultaneously acquiring
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knowledge. Dillon stated, “The only fact is if there's a question that was asked and I
don't know the answer to it then I probably wouldn't say anything, I would just listen to
hear what other people have to say and as they go and maybe they say something that I
probably recognize and I probably pitch in on that one.” Conversely, Dillon stated the
ability to sit quietly and process information, and acquire knowledge supported his
discursive responses in the classroom. Dillon stated his lack of knowledge prompts him
to engage in more research to support his in-class contributions. According to Troy who
self-identified as conversational, there were no personal factors that restricted his ability
to actively contribute in discursive forums. Troy reiterated environmental factors such as
the maturity level of the participants, multiple simultaneous conversations, divergent
understanding of concepts leading to minimal learning as contributors to any reservation
he demonstrates. Conversely, Troy stated a focused discussion characterized by viable
discourse, interesting points made, and obvious communal learning supports his levels of
participation in the discourse classroom. According to Troy:
I think factors that promoted is when there is a legitimate class of people who
have interesting points. They're able to have productive discourse without it
becoming disruptive, and when the conversation actually leads to the class
learning. That's when I think it promotes that, but there are some situations
where you know, immaturity levels come into play, and conversation can't be had
because then sidebars are going to happen and then no one learns anything,
cause now we're having a conversation about something completely different, or
there's multiple people who have multiple conversations, or just some time when
it's too big of a gap where some people get the content and they will have real
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conversation, but other people don't get the content so they're just listening to a
conversation that they don't have any...there's just people talking over their
heads, that's beyond them. Yeah, I can see that being limiting. I can see that.
Of the participants who identified stress factors, environmental and/or instructional, the
coping mechanisms were varied. Anesia stated she engages in self-reflection and
establishes structured systems that support her objectives making her academic goals her
primary focus. Ann stated she increases her intake of coffee and tea, using caffeine as a
support to maintain the long hours needed to study. Anada stated she engages in selfmeditation where she creates scenarios and obstacles and envisions strategies to
circumvent those obstacles. Dillon stated he establishes priorities and creates structured
systems for time management whereby he is able to balance his professional life with
both aspects of his personal life: his family and his academics. Troy stated he relies on
his peer support group. According to Troy the collaboration with like-minded individuals
supports networking which he considers a crucial component of the college process.
Troy stated he engages in self-medication using cannabis as a sedative after long hours of
work, class and study.
Impact of Discourse (C)
Responses for the third theme were a result of the eighth question: “Would you
describe yourself as critically literate, and how has discourse through seminars,
discussion forums, or small groups in the classroom defined or re-defined how you view
yourself, and as a result perform as a student in your classes?” and the ninth question,
“How would you describe your personal evolution and philosophy as a result?” All
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participants articulated at the end of the semester they felt more confident, more
analytical, a greater sense of autonomy, more introspective and academically disciplined.
Some participants stated they were less myopic and were more conscious of cultural and
instructional disparities, and confident in their ability to challenge those disparities.
Some participants stated they felt greater efficacy regarding their personal funds of
knowledge that did not exist at the beginning of the semester. In response to question 8,
Ann stated she did not view herself as being critically literate. When prompted to
provide detail, Ann stated she questioned situations but not extensively, realizing
questioning to be a component of a critically literate stance. Ann stated she “[didn’t] peel
back [many] layers” but was aware of the importance of such behaviors. Ann noted:
Yes, in a sense. Yes, it does. Especially there are some interesting facts that I got
from the English class when I go and I think about it real deep, and I looked into
the matter. I said, “You know, this is a critical area that I should observe and
watch,” and see if I could gain something from it even after the semester is
finished. Because there's a impact that's left on you that you have to think beyond
the class is finished. My eyes are opened a little bit more to what school is like
here, what college is like here, what to expect for the next semester coming.
Icon reinforced she was characteristically the catalyst for conversation in her classes.
Icon stated the collaboration from shared discourse supports the learning process.
Ricardo stated the discursive elements of his courses supported personal transformations.
Ricardo stated the use of discourse impacted his self-perception and general attitude.
According to Ricardo, “I had an attitude about no one or nothing”; Ricardo stated
engagement in discursive forums supported his ability to analyze detail whereby he is
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more attentive to information, parses information, and questions for greater insight.
Anada stated she experienced increased confidence regarding her ability to express her
ideas. Anada stated being a part of groups and engaging in various discourse dynamics
supported her internal transformation and external contributions. Anada stated, “…you
have to internally feel good about discussing things before you go to any group because
you still have students, you put them in a group and they don’t want to say anything.”
Anesia stated in-class discourse opportunities exposed her to new perspectives. A
migrant from the Caribbean, Anesia described the difference between instructional and
cultural norms in the Caribbean as opposed to North America. Anesia identified
behaviors such as opportunities to articulate were not considered typical for students who
were expected to act as receptacles for information provided by the instructor. Anesia
stated the use of discourse in her college classes supported her development as a critically
literate individual. Anesia stated as a result of her participation in discourse forums, she
has developed a confidence and a willingness to challenge the status quo. Troy stated he
has become more introspective, more independent, and as a result of his participation in
discourse forums, engages in self-described “quality decisions making.” Dillon stated he
recognizes he possesses greater faculty with self-expression and comprehension of
content. Dillon stated he is also more introspective and critically literate as a result of the
discourse forums. According to Dillon he has become even more socially aware and
critical of community issues, evidence of self-deprecation and racial instability in the
African American community and recognizes the importance of struggle and
opportunities to incite progress.
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In response to question 9, the general theme among all participants was the
importance of tenacity. Dillon stated at the core of accomplishment was tenacity, that
determination to achieve, and efficacy, that confidence in self to accomplish established
goals. According to Dillon:
Before I started, I thought there's always that there was no hope in me getting
back into school. I mean the knowledge was there. I'm always updated with the
knowledge; I'm ready to participate in anything. Going back to school, I figured
it was impossible at that point because of work, I got to deal with my home there.
So I figured I wouldn't never have the time, but then I went and I found the time, I
went to school, I did great in the first semester. Now I'm looking at ... I'm ready to
go, I'm ready to finish this four years.
Regarding his personal evolution Dillon further stated:
For me, it just made me start thinking differently about my future. It made me
look at it as I have to do this, this is something that I need to get done because I
want to get it done and I'm not going to procrastinate no more on it. So the
definition of back then was just me being like a lackluster kind of way whereby I
just, "yeah, I don't get it." Now I learned to express myself and I feel as though
this is it for me. This is the field that I want to be in. This is what I want to do. I
want to move forward and just hit everything that's coming in my way, just hit it
out of the park.
Anesia stated based on her experience she placed greater value on personal
accountability. According to Anesia, she grew more cognizant of her capabilities in and
out of the classroom and that confidence supported her stake with accountability, holding
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herself accountable for what she produces as a student, and holding others accountable
for just compensation. According to Anesia:
My philosophy as a student is do your best, do not accept anything less than your
best because you are the only person who know your capabilities and even though
a lecturer may give you an exam and may give you a grade, whether that grade is
good or not, you know your capabilities.
Anesia stated her experience in the discourse forums supported her ability to openly
communicate, acquire and process information, engage in critical discourse, and do so
respectfully, cognizant of the feelings, perspectives, and criticisms of other participants.
According to Anesia before her participation in discourse forums, she was extremely
introverted and her personal and professional growth was stifled as a result. Anesia
stated her evolution involves the ability to:
expand [her] knowledge so that [she] can discuss better and give better points
and give opinions that make sense and be able to compare and contrast different
opinions, to be able to critically discuss [her] points of view and also to be able to
respect other people's feelings, other people's points of view, and to be able to
rebut in a respectful way and not make them feel that you're criticizing and
making them feel small, but you're in a sense, your eyes, I call it the build, brick,
build philosophy.
Anada stated her evolution involved challenging the status quo. According to Anada, her
experiences in the discourse communities motivated and inspired her to reinforce her
personal standards. According to Anada, as a student she is willing to “rewire” to

157

achieve her goals. Anada described this as a willingness to learn new things, make
connections, work for and grasp opportunities.
Focus Group – Students: Group 1
The first student focus group interview was conducted in the adjunct office of the
English department on the college campus and represented the first section of the fourth
stage of data collection. Eight students – 3 males and 5 females – initially agreed to
participate in the focus group discussion which was recorded and later transcribed. On
the day of the focus group discussion, two participants did not attend. The focus group
discussion was conducted with six instead of the eight scheduled participants – 2 males
and 4 females. Each student had limited college experience. Each student had completed
Level 1 Freshman English by the time of the focus group interview. All of the
participants had previously interacted outside the scope of this study before participating
in the focus group discussion. There were 13 discussion questions posed to the
participants, and all participants were encouraged to respond as openly as possible to
each question. Questions were open-ended and some questions led to follow-up
questions that directly related to the original question asked by the researcher. Some
questions included on the list for discussion were consciously omitted during the focus
group interview. Six distinct categories emerged from the discussion questions which
associated closely with students’ experience in the discourse classroom, Demographic,
Experience and Development with Reading, Challenges and Perspectives, View of
Learning, Motivation and Engagement, and Transformation through Discourse.
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The following table illustrates the categories and corresponding questions posed
to students during both focus group interviews.
Table 8
Student Focus Groups Questions and Themes

Category

Interview Question/s

Demographic

1

Experience and
Development with Reading

2, 3

Challenges and Perspectives

5, 6, 7

View of Learning

14, 15, 17

Motivation and Engagement

11

Transformation Through
Discourse

8, 16, 18

Discussion question 1 yielded responses for the first category Demographic. Discussion
questions 2 & 3 yielded responses for the second category Experience and Development
with Reading. Discussion questions 5, 6, & 7 yielded responses for the third category
Challenges and Perspectives. Discussion questions 14, 15, & 17 yielded responses for
the fourth category View of Learning. Discussion question 11 yielded responses for the
fifth category Motivation and Engagement. Discussion questions 8, 16, & 18 yielded
responses for the last category Transformation through Discourse.
Demographic
Responses for the first category were a result of the following question: “Please
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tell me as much as you are able to about yourselves.” (#1) In response to the first
question, most participants stated their backgrounds entailed first or second generation
migrancy from the Caribbean. Participants provided some insight into their personal
lives and motivations for starting college as adults. All but one participant was employed
full time, and two of the participants were parents to toddlers and young adult children.
One participant, Sandy stated she had a young daughter and worked at a kindergarten
because of her love for young children. Another participant, Beverly, stated her catalyst
for returning to school was because her adult children were on the verge of graduating
from college. Beverly stated the opportunity to expand professionally as well as increase
her professional network were factors that incentivized her decision to return to college.
Beverly stated:
I am the mother of two children, a 16 year old and a 22 year old. I work at a
Medical Center in Brooklyn. I am the program coordinator of 57 residents and
I've been there 18 years. I decided to come back to school since my two children
are graduating from college, and it's very hard…[but] it's given me the
opportunity to come back, to interact with people, to get to know different people
and meet different people in the school. My goal is to do Business
Administration. I am not sure where that will take me at this point, since I have
all of this experience working with medical residents. So I'm not sure the
direction that I really want to go right now. That's all about me in a nutshell.
Akil, one of the two male participants mentioned he worked at a Charter School and his
goal was to continue in Educational Operations. Another female participant, Therese,

160

stated she worked for a non-profit organization and her academic concentration was
marketing. Another female participant, Andalia, stated she worked at a rehabilitation
clinic and was pursuing her degree in nursing. The youngest participant, Omaid, shared
he opted to return to college because it was the best option for him, but was indecisive
regarding the direction he would take as a student. Omaid stated, “My goals are to play
overseas or to become a pediatrician. I'm transferring out this year to a SUNY school
upstate, and that's it.”
Experience and Development with Reading
Responses for the second category were a result of the following questions: “How
would you describe your earliest experiences with reading? Please provide as much
detail as possible” (#2), and “How have those experiences shaped the way you read and
view reading today? Please provide as much detail as possible” (#3). In response to
question #2: earliest experiences with reading, participants characterized their
experiences as negative stating extraneous factors such as parenting, the inability to
successfully multi-task projects, and personal stresses affected their views of and
experience with reading. In response to question 2, Sandy described her relationship with
English by stating, “English is not my cup of tea. Math, I could take any day, but
English, no.” Sandy further reiterated she traditionally struggled with comprehension
and retention of material. Sandy stated, “Like I said, English is just not my thing.
Reading and understanding, like I will read something and then I really wouldn’t
understand what I read all the time when I read, so, that's why I always say that English
is not my cup of tea and I tell everyone that.” Sandy further identified extraneous factors
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that impacted her relationship with reading. Sandy stated the responsibility of parenting
consumed her time and what she would dedicate to reading. Sandy stated:
It's really hard being a parent. I have a daughter, she's eight, so trying to juggle
work, school, I get up at 6:30, I have to get her ready for school. I go to work
from 8:30 to 4:30. I work in Queens, to come here to my classes for 6:00 o’clock.
Sometimes I'm late, sometimes class already start. But it's really hard because
then I get home to my daughter, I have to make dinner. I have to help with her
homework, I have to make sure she stays on the right track, as well because she's
just now growing up in this world that we are already in, you know? I just can't
push her to the side and say, "Let me focus on me. No, I will leave myself to focus
on her because she's now growing up. So it's really hard. Sometimes I get big
headaches. I took four classes and I'm like, done with this class, I'm done with
that class, still trying to keep my daughter on the right track plus my job, because
I work at the school. I teach, I teach kindergarten. So I have to do paperwork.
My head sometimes, I feel like I'm going to explode. I have to really calm myself
down.
In response to question 2, similarly Beverly negatively characterized her
experiences with reading. Beverly stated she typically felt challenged by and lost in what
she read. Beverly described what she termed the responsibility of reading as overwhelming. Beverly additionally stated she felt over-whelmed balancing the demands of
her professional and academic responsibilities, and described them as a challenge that
often left her feeling lost, guilty, and fearful that her efforts would be subject to criticism
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or ridicule. In response to question 3 Beverly stated her early experiences left her feeling
insecure in the English classroom and identified her extended sabbatical from academics
as responsible for her insecurities. Beverly stated:
I usually sit back; I've been away from school for so many years. When I read, it
doesn't stick. It goes in and comes out the other side. And in the sense that, I have
this fear, I've always had this fear that I might do something, it's not right, it will
be criticized. I just shut down.
Challenges and Perspectives
Responses for the third category were a result of the following questions: “What
are your thoughts on the information you are being taught in college?” (#5), “Can you
identify and elaborate on some of the challenges you face as a reader and as a student in
the college setting?” (#6), and “How have your life experiences supported your journey
as a college student?” (#7).
In response to question 5, the two male participants provided initial responses.
The youngest participant, Omaid stated he feels personally gratified by what he is being
taught in his college classes. Omaid stated, “I want to learn more, study, just become
more educated…just learn.” The other male participant, Akil shared he viewed the
information he was being taught as critical and informative. Akil stated some of the
content was new and interesting, and some was an important review of knowledge he
already possessed. According to Akil:
For my English class, and also my social science class, a lot of the content has
been around civil rights, black activists, things of that nature. So, it's things that
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I'm interested in, so I really can't complain, even though I'm trying to adjust from
being out of school for so many years, almost a decade now, that it's a little
overwhelming at times, but also some of the content that I am learning is very
interesting. So it kind of balances out to a degree because I'm engaged in the
information that I'm learning or it's like giving me a refresher course on certain
things that I already knew about to a degree. I can't really complain when it
comes to English and social science because it's around content that I'm
interested in.
Other participants like Andalia considered the information culturally informative.
According to Andalia, each course discipline opened her understanding and broadened
her knowledge base so she felt more educated academically and culturally by the end of
the semester. Regarding her English class Andalia stated, “I like English, I like the
materials and had it not been for Professor Rey’s class I was not going to watch those
documentaries but I did and it was actually interesting. It shows you a lot about the
culture.” Regarding her Art class Andalia stated that the content taught:
…also shows you the different cultures that you have and so now, when I'm
walking in the street I can no longer pass a building or anything and be like, just
walk past it, oh that's just a building. No, I'll just stand there and I'll look at the
building. I'm like, Ah, so this is a Greek building, and it had to be around this
period in time that it was made, and all of that, because I like art.
Regarding her Biology class Andalia stated she preferred Science so she was innately
interested in Biology. Summarizing her experiences with the college content, Andalia
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stated, “the classes in general, they're educational and actually you can get to learn a
little bit from everything.”
In response to question 6, participants generally cited challenges related to
reading as resulting from extraneous factors such as the demands of their personal and
professional lives, the inability to engage in adequate time management, concerns
surrounding meeting the financial obligations of their college education coupled with the
financial demands of their daily existence, the demanding academic program, the
extended period of time most had been away from the classroom before returning to
higher education, and the magnitude of reading projects coupled with the time constraints
associated with many of their reading assignments, and in the case of one participant,
policy biases that presented as a burden for minority students. Most students identified
the challenge of being a returning student to college as synonymous with being a reader
in the college classroom as represented in the responses.
In response to question 6, Beverly characterized the demand as a “strain” and
raised the distinction between traditional day students and adult evening students.
Beverly stated:
It's hard when you're working full time and trying to go to school full time. It's
difficult because it's different from a student who is attending school full-time and
their focus is basically on academics. It's a strain for parents and I know it's a
sacrifice that we all have to make, but it's very difficult when it comes to, you
know, you have to sit and read, you have children at home, you have a lot of
distractions, and it's not all the time we can be in a place where it's even quiet to
really focus and study what we need to do.
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Beverly reinforced how those challenges manifests in classroom activity and the
interaction with the course professor(s). Beverly stated:
And that's why sometimes, like in class, the professor will say, "Did you read
this?" or, "Did you read that?" And we will all look at her like we're
dumbfounded. You know? No, but it's hard. And I know it's our responsibility
because we have decided to come back to school, but it's strenuous and I know it's
a sacrifice that we all have to make because we have a goal at the end of the day
that we are trying to reach, but sometimes our priorities are different, and our
focus is different. So it's very difficult when the professor say, "Read this passage.
Come to class, discuss it." By the time we leave work at five o'clock we trying to
read that essay between 5:00 and 6:00, and then she said, "You are not
prepared." And we know we're not, and it's our fault. And it was our choice to
come back to school and to do what we need to do, but it's difficult. Even sitting
reading at home is like, if you don't have somebody in your corner to guide you,
to really explain something to you, it's very difficult just reading it and trying to
get something out of it.
In response to question 6, both Sandy and Akil stated their attention to reading
was diverted because of concerns with money and time management. Sandy stated, “A
big challenge I have is paying for college. I have to pay for school out of my pocket and
it’s killing me, so that’s the biggest challenge that I’m facing right now,” while Akil
stated:
To piggyback off of what she was saying…is money management because I pay
for school as well, and I also just time management to go back to what other
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people were saying; just trying to juggle going to work full time, coming straight
to school, trying to work on assignments when we get home, and then trying to be
up. If you don't go to sleep at a reasonable time so you can wake up to be up to
start the day again, so it's like a cycle of just trying to maintain, trying to have a
balance of maintaining things throughout your day or throughout the semester.
In response to question 6, Andalia stated her demanding professional schedule
undermined her academic performance. Andalia stated:
Or like right now, I got sick and I haven't been to work for the entire week. Like
you said, long hours of studying and all of that, last semester I had to switch from
working in the morning to working in the night. Which, I really don't like to do. I
have to because that's the schedule that I have. So I was going to work in the
night, from 10 o'clock, you get off at 6:00. That means that's the time you're
supposed to get off, but you don't leave until you're relieved. So you have to wait.
By the time I get home it's like 7:30, quarter to 8:00 and get ready to be at class
for 9:30. So most of the times I just feel like by the time I get to class, it's halfway
into the class, and then from class you have to come back home just to study, and
then try to catch at least a half an hour rest to get in to work. So it's like compact
so this semester I'm taking night classes, I'm not doing the nights anymore
because it really don't agree with me.
Beverly described policy biases presented themselves as challenges that undermined her
focus and performance as a returning student to college. Beverly stated:
I don't know if the challenge is going to work for me this semester because they
just found out I have house. So now they found out I have a house and they're
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coming after me to pay for college, which I think is very unfair. My son went to
SUNY Brockport. He got a full ride through financial aid with what I do at
income tax. My daughter got a full ride the same way, and I had my house when
he was in college, when she was in college doing her bachelor's. I still have it
while she was doing her master's, and now they're coming, so that would be my
biggest challenge, me being a single parent.
According to Beverly, the strain imposed on her by the financial division of the college
represents a deterrent for minority students and represents policy bias. Beverly stated:
That's why a lot of black students drop out, because of financial difficulty,
because they're not giving us the opportunity to come to school to get a degree.
They prefer to keep us at this level, but everybody else is at the top level. And it's
hard. It's hard when we don't have a rich uncle or a rich aunt or a rich father
who can just pay for us to go to school, and that is that challenges that we face
when we have to come to school. So, we're leaving work, we're coming here.
We're sacrificing, but then you're telling us we need money and if you don't have
money we can't come in here. If you don't have $2000 we can't come in here, but
we are not making that much, and this is my fear this semester.
The youngest participant, Omaid, stated his challenge is time constraints as a
college student and that impacts him as a student in his English class. According to
Omaid, his demanding schedule prevents him from long term retention and ultimately
learning information to which he is being exposed. Omaid stated:
My financial aid goes over, but, it's more that the stuff that I'm learning, it
requires me to do a certain amount of studying I have no time to do, because first
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of all it takes me an hour to get here, so that's a two hour total that gets taken out
of my day. Mornings I have practice, night time I have work. It's just no time for
me to study. The just for me is being able to just take in all the information and
actually learning it, not just going in for a test the day before, studying everything
and probably learning most of it, actually doing good on the test, but the day after
probably forgetting all of it.
In response to question 7, participants stated they felt their personal experiences
and roles as returning adult students to the college setting were undermined by elements
of segregation and ageism. Many participants stated they believed struggles with
retention, and the inability to focus could be mediated with support systems such as study
groups. Participants stated there were challenges to form social relationships with
younger students who were better prepared for the college curriculum because of their
familiarity with the academic material. In response to question 7, Beverly stated, “They
stick to their age group most of the time, and they don't really interact with anybody else.
And the students are not friendly or…to older students. They stay with their clique.
That's how I see it.” In response to question 7, Andalia presented a contrasting
perspective stating, “Well I have a few that I do hang out with a lot, I met them last
semester. So we kind of formed a bond there. So we would normally have study groups
and everything, and stuff like that. We'll help each other out with homework.” The
ageism was apparent with Beverly’s response. In response to Andalia, Beverly stated:
For me it's extremely difficult. I am 55 years old. I have not been in school over
26 years. As much as I might have life experience, I can do my job very well,
sitting in a class is totally new to me. It's very, very difficult focusing, trying to
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remember. If you do not have a mentor, at least somebody who's at an older age
with a mentor to guide you, to show you, to teach you, it's very difficult being in
class, trying to keep up, especially with the younger kids. It's very, very difficult
for me.
In response to question 7, Akil described his experiences with social injustice,
racism, and poverty, and how those experiences support his journey as a college student.
Akil stated his awareness of systemic injustice against African Americans is an element
of intrigue that raises his awareness and supports his interactions on campus and in his
various classes. Akil stated these varied experiences provide different perspectives of
people and attitudes, and provides insight he did not possess before. According to Akil,
“those aspects help me answer a lot of questions because I’m curious and very engaged
with those topics.” Therese stated she is more introspective, questioning the status quo to
greater degrees. According to Therese, “it helps you to look at things from a different
lens, which is not something you would regularly do unless you’re motivated or pushed to
think that way.”
View of Learning
Responses for the fourth category were a result of the following questions: “How
do you define ‘learning’ in context?” (14), “Do you feel like you are learning in your
classrooms? Provide as much detail as possible.” (15), and “How would you define a
critically literate individual?” (17). In response to question 14, of the six participants, two
participants responded with a definition as it related to the question. One of the two
participants stated that learning was sustainable when it could be successfully applied
170

situationally and multi-contextually. The second participant stated that learning was
sustainable when content received could be authentically reproduced while maintaining
the integrity of the original data. The first participant, Omaid, stated he believed learning
encompassed understanding the topic and retaining that comprehension for an extended
period of time. Omaid stated he also believed the ability to apply that knowledge in
different contexts to demonstrate understanding constituted learning. According to
Omaid, “for me learning is basically if you understand the topic, not just for the next day,
but you understand it throughout, not in one year, but you understand for the rest of your
life basically. You could apply it to other stuff, that's when you really learn stuff, when
you know you can apply it to different fields and stuff.” Andalia stated she also viewed
learning as applied knowledge. Anadalia stated the reproduction of original content in
paraphrased language and validated with relevant evidence represented learning. Andalia
stated:
If I give you that information, then the information that you receive, how will you
know if you learn it is if you can take that same information that you received and
be able to explain it somebody else, but not the way that you received it. Like in
your own words, so long as you're able to explain it and give examples and
everything, in your own words how you understand it and that person can be able
to understand it and teach it to somebody else, I think that's learning.
In support of Andalia’s perspective, Akil stated the receipt and internalization of new
information, summarized and regurgitated, represented ‘learning’.
In response to question 15, all participants indicated they believed they were
learning in their classrooms. Participants indicated they believed they experienced new
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and varied perspectives on the knowledge they received and shared over the course of the
semesters they were enrolled. Additionally, participants indicated the interactions and
group dynamics were instrumental in expanding their understanding of the information
they received. In response to question 15, Akil stated his exposure to topics in American
History in his English class broadened his knowledge and understanding of the American
civil system. According to Akil this reviewed information coupled with his emotional
and chronological maturity supported his intellectual growth. Akil stated:
All right, so for English for example, it was a lot of topics around the Declaration
of Independence, the I Have a Dream speech, things of that nature. It was things
that I knew about, but not really in detail. Just a quick little overview, I didn't
really know too much about it, but with the refresher course I was able to see
things from a different perspective or a perspective that I wasn't able to see what I
was, say 14 years old, that I can see at 27. So, I would say yes.
Beverly attributed her learning to the discourse sessions moderated by the course
professor. According to Beverly, the interactions and group discourse were tantamount
to learning. According to Beverly:
I think my learning in this English class is when we have the round tables, and we
interact with one another, and we go back and forth. To me, I learned more
because then you understand the same text from different people in different ways.
To me, I got much more out of that, and I got a better understanding of things.
But if you stand at the blackboard, and you explain, and you explain, and you
explain, I just don't grasp it. But the round table, the interaction, the talking,
switching us around…that was good. I learned a lot when we did that.
172

Beverly’s perspective was reinforced by Sandy who stated, “yeah, that’s me.” Both
participants echoed the sentiment that the discourse component was a supportive element
of the course and class sessions.
In response to question 17, one participant responded to the question of what
constituted a critically literate individual. According to Akil, a critically literate
individual engages in critical thinking as well as sources the history and evolution of
ideas that become applicable to various contexts of people, institutions, and societies.
According to Akil:
I think it would be similar to what professor Rey says; it's not really when you're
reading something, you're not reading it to understand it superficially, not just on
the surface, but the pillars that help support this text and where is the origin of it
coming from? Dig deeper is the words she would say, so you're really trying to
get to the basics and trying to really understand what this text is talking about.
Not just on the surface but really the heart and soul of the text.
Motivation and Engagement
Responses for the fifth category were a result of the following question: “How
would you describe your level of motivation, and your overall interest in the curriculum
materials for your courses? Please provide as much detail as possible” (11). In response
to question 11, participants generally stated they were extremely motivated though most
identified external factors incentivized and motivated them to success in their courses.
Some participants specified their levels of motivation were not synonymous with interest
in their course curricula. Responses to the question were varied. Akil indicated he
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remained highly motivated because his focus was his long term goals. Akil stated as the
semester progresses, his focus is not the courses or the course content, but the knowledge
that successful completion equates with accomplishment. According to Akil, “I feel like
my level of motivation is always high. They're not really dependent upon the curriculum
that I'm learning, it's just the end game that I'm looking forward to, which is to walk
across that stage. So it doesn't really matter the subject at any time, it's just me just
trying to get through that door.” In response to question 11, Andalia concurred with
Akil. Andalia stated she is motivated by a promise made to her grandfather. Andalia
stated:
My motivation is my grandpa, but he's not here anymore, he passed last summer
and we actually had a plan, and to be honest, I really, when he passed I don't
want anything to do with school, nothing. And then I'm like, in order for me to
fulfill his dream, I'll do whatever I can do. So yeah, my motivation is there. You
just have to get up and do what you have to do. That's it.
Omaid also indicated he is motivated by family members and his community. Omaid
stated he had lost his scholarship to his first choice college and felt disheartened as a
result. Omaid stated the encouragement from members of his community motivated him
to re-enroll in college, and continues to motivate him to succeed. According to Omaid:
For me my motivation is probably my mom and people in my neighborhood. I
wasn't motivated last year, when I lost my scholarships and then coaches told me
I couldn't go to school anymore I was just... didn't want to do nothing and it just
humbled me. After everyone just started pushing me, go back to school, that's
why I tried. That's what motivates me.
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Transformation through Discourse
Responses for the sixth category were a result of the following questions: “How
has your college experience re-defined your role as a reader? How has it re-defined how
you think as an individual? Please provide as much detail as possible (8), “Do you
consider yourselves transformed? (16), and “How do you plan on using your new
knowledge to make transformations? Please provide as much detail as possible” (18). In
response to question 8, one participant, Akil, stated he engages multiple and differing
perspectives in ways not previously done. Akil stated he recognizes he has become more
insightful and less myopic. Therese stated she is more critical and engages in more
questioning of content, conversations and situations, attitudes uncharacteristic of her
previous behaviors. According to Therese, “I possibly think deeper, just to think beyond
the surface, asking more questions or just saying why. People answer that why and it
helps you to look at things from a different lens, which is not something you would
regularly do unless you're motivated or pushed to think that way.”
In response to question 16, one participant, Beverly, stated she views herself as
evolving and she considers herself challenged by her course demands and classroom
interactions challenged to think critically. Beverly stated when she entered the college
program she recognized low self-efficacy and minimal confidence because of the dearth
of her knowledge. Beverly stated the gap years caused by her hiatus from an academic
classroom severely impacted her confidence. Beverly stated though she believes she is
learning, thinking critically continues to be a personal struggle she experiences. Beverly
stated:

175

It's hard for me to go deeper because…no, but it's hard. I like a teacher who will
push you, who will tell you you're not doing enough, who will tell you, you have to
explain stuff a little more, who will tell... and that's good because it shows that
she's interested in what you're doing. She's interested in you as you're passing
through her class and coming to her class, and doing whatever you have to do,
which is hard because I'm not used to going that deep, you know? No, it's hard.
It's going to take time. I am not good in English at all. I try my best but by her
saying you really have to think, you really have to focus, you really have to... I
blank out, and I have to learn to overcome that, I haven't overcome that as yet.
Beverly equates this lack of confidence with a fear of being seen as a failure. According
to Beverly, “it’s like a fear that if I don’t expand enough, it’s telling me that I’m not
doing good…I have that fear.” Despite her reservations, Beverly stated she does
consider the college process as having a transformative impact on her life as represented
in her awareness of her strengths and limitations. According to Beverly, “I know what I
have to do, but I still have to get there. I haven’t gotten there yet, but I will get there.”
Beverly’s sentiment was echoed by Sandy who stated, “It’s the same thing for me. I
blank when it comes to my head. I just get a sudden headache. Somewhere down the line
I’m going to throw stress away.” These participants viewed acknowledgement of their
limitations as the initial stages of their transformation in their college courses.
In response to question 18, one participant, Beverly, indicated her ambitions
regarding her education reflected a desire to engage in social justice and community
reform at the grassroots level. Beverly stated the impact of discourse in the classroom
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coupled with her professional experience and what she viewed as limited on-campus
support for adult and returning students prompted her to consider facilitating social
interaction and mentoring programs for like situated students. Beverly stated her early
experience as a returning student highlighted not simply the importance of
communication and information sharing, but the importance of being able to do so in
situations where individuals can build on their efficacy and establish their ethos. Beverly
stated as part of her professional job description she interviews medical residents for an
internal medicine residency program relaying program expectations. Beverly stated the
enjoyment from these interactions prompted her to re-evaluate her professional goals.
According to Beverly:
After I have gotten my credentials from here, my focus is to open up a website to
speak to... especially international students because there's a lot of international
students that come into the country, has no clue how to get into residency… I've
been doing this for the last 18 years. This is my goal when I am finished here,
when I leave here, getting to the community, giving back to younger people,
talking to them, encouraging them.
Focus Group – Students: Group 2
The second student focus group interview was conducted in the adjunct office of
the English department on the college campus and represented the second section of the
fourth stage of data collection. A total of 10 students – all females – initially agreed to
participate in the focus group discussion which was recorded and later transcribed. On
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the day of the focus group discussion, one participant did not attend. The focus group
discussion was conducted with nine instead of the scheduled ten participants. Each
student had completed one semester of college. Each student had completed Level 2
Freshman English by the time of the focus group interview. All of the participants had
previously interacted outside the scope of this study before participating in the focus
group discussion. The same 13 discussion questions were posed to the participants of the
second focus group as were directed to those of the first focus group. All participants
were encouraged to respond as openly as possible to each question. Participants’
responses were aligned with the same six categories from the first student directed focus
group: Demographic, Experience and Development with Reading, Challenges and
Perspectives, View of Learning, Motivation and Engagement, and Transformation
through Discourse (see Table 8). All names used are pseudonyms.
Demographic
Responses for the first category were a result of the following question: “Please
tell me as much as you are able to about yourselves.” (1) In response to the first question,
participants shared their backgrounds which reflected some cultural diversity; some
participants were Afro-Caribbean, some participants were Southern African American,
etc. All participants were employed full-time and acknowledged some creative interest.
Gigi, a 21-year-old freshman stated she possessed a background in stage performance and
dance since age 11, and enjoyed writing poetry. Shadae, an engaged young mother stated
she was an avid reader with an interest in poetry, African American literature, and urban
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literature. Shadae stated she also had experience writing urban fiction. Shadae stated she
typically wrote about things she had lived, or about observations of her surroundings that
resonated on some level. Arielle, a 28 year old single mother stated she possessed a
background in dance and was interested in Childhood Education with an emphasis on
performing art. Arielle stated she developed an interest in Education because she
struggled with her personal identity during her formative years and used dance as a
coping mechanism. According to Arielle:
I had different background where I didn't really know who my real father was
until I was 24-ish, something like that. So I just like to help kids cope with those
kinds of things and stuff like that, and also I like to incorporate the dance,
because when you're dancing, you're not thinking about those things, it kind of
goes out of your brain.
All participants stated they considered themselves readers in addition to being artistic,
and read for personal enjoyment outside of what was mandated by their college
curriculum.
Experience and Development with Reading
Responses for the second category were a result of the following questions: “How
would you describe your earliest experiences with reading? Please provide as much
detail as possible” (2), and “How have those experiences shaped the way you read and
view reading today? Please provide as much detail as possible” (3). In response to
question 2: earliest experiences with reading, participants characterized their experiences
as positive. Participants stated they were drawn to variety in texts. In response to
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question 2, Shadae stated her interest in reading and written expression was instilled by
her mother who was an educator. Shadae additionally stated her interest in reading
developed as a form of escape and a coping mechanism. According to Shadae:
Reading started becoming real for me because I came from a kind of unstable
background as well and reading became my escape. Like, I would dive into books
and fantasize that this was my life, and I was like, I can have this life. You know,
it's not unrealistic, because somebody wrote about it for a reason so. Yeah,
reading was always like an escape for me.
Danealya stated she developed an interest in reading during fifth grade and always
pursued the novel. Danealya stated she was drawn to texts where she could envision
herself as participating characters in the stories. Danealya stated, “I would read books
and automatically feel like I could connect to it because of the neighborhood that I was
in.” According to Danealya, her automatic cultural connections with text content
supported her interest in, and relationship with reading as she stated, “overall I've just
grown to love those types of books, but that I would consider myself…my first experience
of reading was when I first read one of those books and understood exactly what it was.”
In response to question 3, participants’ responses focused on their techniques as
readers. Participants stated they were intrigued by their ability to observe their evolution
as readers where they moved from being cognizant of how they initially experienced text
content, to being cognizant of their individual abilities to relate to text content, to make
multi-leveled connections with text content. Participants stated as they evolved in their
process as readers, they recognized they were developing specific skills as readers.
Participants stated their early experiences have made them more confident readers and
180

more comfortable with various forms of text content. In response to question 3, Gigi
stated she recognized a shift in her purpose for reading which validated her development
as a reader. Gigi stated, “Well I analyze books a lot more. Before I would read just for
pleasure, but now I'm like, "was this well written" or "how do I feel about the
composition?" Before, like I said, I was just reading for pleasure, but now I'm a little
more analytical.” To demonstrate her development as a reader, Danealya noted she
became more involved in the deconstructive and analytical process by applying strategies
of close reading. Danealya stated, “I've never liked annotation, and I find myself always,
like when I'm reading now I would stop and find, or say to myself, ‘Oh, this is what she
meant’. I read between the lines.” In response to question 3, Arielle stated she reads
with a greater social awareness and is able to make more textual connections, as well as
more personal connections with the text. Arielle stated:
Yeah, I would definitely say I look for hidden meanings within anything I read or
anything that I can use in my everyday life, even if it's fiction there are some
hidden, subtle things that you can pick up on and use in daily life. I also read
books that I can put myself in, like societal books or stuff like Audre Lorde and
what not. I think that a lot of those things shed light on things that you're going
through, but you don't know you're going through it. Kind of like, until somebody
brings awareness to it and you're like, ‘Oh my god, this is me,’ or ‘this is what's
happening around us’, and it's really good. I like stuff like that too.
In response to question 3, Uniqua, mathematics major with an interest in financial
accounting provided her personal definition of the term ‘reader’. According to Uniqua,
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by definition a reader was someone was someone who engaged in the act of reading
consistently for a specific purpose or stance which could be either aesthetic or efferent.
Uniqua stated her interest in reading is driven by her stance and her focus determines the
interest in her genre of text. Uniqua stated she considered herself a reader based on her
earlier experiences, but her interest tended towards non-fiction and informational texts.
According to Uniqua:
For myself, I consider myself a reader, but I don't read books. I read, like,
business articles. I'm more into that type of reading, so I would read the daily
articles based on investments, what's going on in a country's economy. That is
what I ... because I think that when a lot of persons hear about reading, they
automatically think books, but books are not the only things, like yeah.
All participants stated they recognized reading was an intellectual stimulus and supported
more open-mindedness and respect for other people’s ideas and perspectives.
Challenges and Perspectives
Responses for the third category were a result of the following questions: “What
are your thoughts on the information you are being taught in college?” (5), “Can you
identify and elaborate on some of the challenges you face as a reader and as a student in
the college setting?” (6), and “How have your life experiences supported your journey as
a college student?” (7) In response to question 5, participants generally viewed their
curricula content as affirming and relevant to their lives as African American females.
Generally participants stated they believed the material supported intellectualism,
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character building, and provided insight into their lives, as well as how they could best
apply the information to improve their citizenry. Uniqua stated she equated the content
with the process of being a student, and that made her behave more responsibly.
According to Uniqua:
For me, the things we learned in college is not just about what's in the books. For
me it's about, we learn about how to be responsible. We become adults, like
really become adults in college because there's no one telling us, ‘Oh, you've
have to go to school. You have to this. If you don't come to school then ...’
There's like, you don't get, there's no penalties for your actions so you have to
decide whether or not you're going to be serious about your education, because
it's either now or never, because time is money and time wasted cannot be
regained.
Uniqua additionally stated having to find balance between her academic, personal and
professional lives forced her to also focus more intently on each aspect and succeed.
In response to question 5, Arielle stated she found the content from her English classes
very applicable to her personal struggles. According to Arielle, she easily identified with
some of the gender issues explored in class content, and because of the shared
perspectives she was able to identify some coping strategies that support her
professionally. Arielle stated, “Even now when I feel like I can't cope at work, there's a
couple of things like we'll discuss in class and I'll be like, ‘yeah, I need to do that or, you
know, yeah, I need to do stuff like that’, or be that person.” In agreement with Arielle,
Uniqua stated:
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I feel like the conversations we have, it prepares us for what is to come as women,
as black women, as individuals in society. It prepares us to how, it gives us
different approaches towards a certain situation, so, when that does ... when that
time does come, it's like we already know what to do. We already know the
different approaches that we can take. So, yeah, it was a very informative class
for me.
In response to question 6, participants generally cited challenges related to reading were
personal, unique to each participant, and resulted from varied perspectives of race and
gender. Participants stated while they were aware of the dynamic between race and
culture, the perspectives that resulted from the discourse shed new light on issues with
race, gender, and oppression. Participants stated generally they struggled with what they
considered required mental programming and a re-education with respect to their
responsibilities as African American women in their current culture to African American
men and to themselves. In response to question 6, Shadae stated she struggled to engage
in conversations about African American men that challenged the image of the African
American man as positive. According to Shadae, “I know that I have a different
perspective. Like, listening to everybody I know for a fact that I have a different
perspective when it comes to how black men are treated and handled. And I just think
they get destroyed in the stake.” Shadae extended her perspective with the following:
We had a conversation, I don't remember what the story was, they were talking
about male feminism and ... right, like, are men standing up enough for black
women, and it was just like man bashing session, you know. And even the
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previous professor, he was just like he was interested, and he's writing on the
board and in my head I am just like, I'm thinking about all the amazing black men
that I know, and I was like, damn, I would hate for them to be in this room, and
have to hear that about themselves, when I know that that's not him, that's not
him, that's not him. Like half the men in my family.
Shadae stated she recognized the benefit of her challenge as a reader and as she engaged
in community discourse and was able to shape her challenge into a coping mechanism.
She noted:
So, I think the challenge for me was just, learning how to deal with differences of
opinion, without being defensive to state how I felt about it. You know, I had to
learn, like she said, it sets you up for how to deal with situations in life. I didn't
want to be like, ‘Uh-uh, that's not how it goes’, you know but, it taught me how to
have these types of conversations, to be, ‘oh, wow, that's how someone else sees
it. Well, let me share with you how I see it this way, and I can, maybe, open you
up to what I feel about black men or black women, or whatever, you know’. So I
had to deal with that, but it was a good experience. It taught me that balance.
Danealya stated she struggled with fitting in as a student in the reading class. According
to Danealya, she felt intimidated by the level of maturity she believed emanated from her
peers during discourse sessions. Danealya stated though she recognized there existed a
commonality of ideas in the discussions, the levels of articulation were not on par and she
felt intimidated as a result of the disparity. Danealya stated, “Hearing everybody else
was talking, I'm like, ‘wow, they sound much older than me’, I have to take a back seat
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and realize I'm younger, but I can also, you know, talk the same way they're talking”.
According to Danealya, though she felt intimidated, she was also inspired to perform on
par as she noted she made the conscious decision to improve so she could communicate
with her peers with greater confidence. Arielle, an African American stated she held
disillusioned views of African American men that bordered on self-deprecating, and that
directly contrasted those stated previously by Shadae. Arielle stated she recognized her
challenge was being open to ideas because of her views of race as socially situated.
According to Arielle, she needed to reprogram her thoughts and attitudes to become less
myopic and open to depictions of African American men, and ultimately varied content
and learning that included varied races, ethnicities, and both genders. Arielle stated, “I
had to just stop thinking it's just black women, it’s just only black women that have these
problems, not white women, not other women, just black women. And I was like, no, let
me just…this woman wrote this thing. She's probably not even black, and I had to ... oh,
she's a woman. She definitely went through the same thing.” To further articulate her reeducation, Arielle stated:
I had to see that the way I was thinking was dead wrong, and especially when I,
because the other class was mostly black men, but this class was women, so it was
kind of, you have to see both lenses. Of course, anybody, if you're that same sex
you can relate to that, but you don't want to see the other side, but when I seen
(sic) how we were in the other class and when I had to read these articles, it was
a little difficult for me, it was kind of disheartening. I had seen the articles, and
I'd be like, this happens to them? Where were the doctors? Where were the
brothers? I mean where?
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Uniqua stated her challenge was similar to Arielle’s and also required a mental
programming eliminate the influence of race and culture on her perspective. According
to Uniqua, individuals are programmed to think along race and gender lines and that
programming dictates behaviors in every environment. None of the participants
identified the challenge of being a returning student to college as synonymous with being
a reader in the college classroom as represented in the responses.
View of Learning
Responses for the fourth category were a result of the following questions: “How
do you define ‘learning’ in context?” (14), “Do you feel like you are learning in your
classrooms? Provide as much detail as possible.” (15), and “How would you define a
critically literate individual?” (17) In response to question 14, of the nine participants,
one participant responded with a definition as it related to the question. Shadae stated she
considered learning as having an existing body of knowledge, and gaining new funds of
knowledge. In response to Shadae, Arielle stated she viewed learning as the successful
application of knowledge. In rebuttal, Shadae stated possession superseded application.
According to Shadae:
I wouldn't even say applying it; it's knowing it. You don't, I don't ever have to ...
That's what we were just talking about, it goes perfect with the last question. I'm
taking a psychology class. I'm going to be a registered nurse. I'm never going to
have to ... I guess it will help me if somebody comes in distraught, I'll know how
to deal with that behavior, but, there are certain courses you take, like somebody
who's an English major, they want to be an English professor, they're never going
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to teach math, but they have to take a math course. You know that now. You
learned it. You're knowledgeable in math, so I don't feel like you have to
necessarily have to apply it to your life. You're knowledgeable. You learned that
information, and that's important.to grow as an individual.
According to Shadae, learning also encompassed knowing the importance of
those funds of information knowing information.
During the course of the interview, question 15 was not asked.
In response to question 17, participants described characteristics they believed
constituted a critically literate individual. Participants stated that amounted to someone
willing to engage in elements of logic and critical thinking; who actively sought
intellectual stimulation, recognized varied contexts, felt connected to their sources of
knowledge, and successfully challenged and applied new funds of information.
According to Uniqua, emphasis on, and challenge of the process led to an individual
becoming critically literate. Uniqua additionally stated recognition of varied contexts and
the successful application of acquired knowledge supported critical literacy. According
to Uniqua, “It’s not just knowing it, but it’s applying it in different contexts.” In response
to question 17, Arielle considered retention a key component. According to Arielle,
over-specialization and a lack of versatility undermines the process of becoming critically
literate because that individual’s development is limited.
Motivation and Engagement
Responses for the fifth category were a result of the following question: “How
would you describe your level of motivation, and your overall interest in the curriculum
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materials for your courses? Please provide as much detail as possible” (11). In response
to question 11, participants generally stated they were extremely motivated and identified
external factors and internal factors incentivized and motivated them to success in their
courses. Responses to the question were varied. Shadae indicated her desire for personal
and the desire to be a positive example for her son served as the catalyst for her success.
Shadae stated:
At the beginning portion of this English, the 112 to 150, I shared with everybody
that the father of my child, he didn't want me to go to school. He was like, ‘pick a
struggle. Literally verbatim, pick a struggle. Do you want to be a mother or do
you want to go back to school?’ And I was looking at my son, like, ‘How do you
ask someone to choose between being successful for their kid or raising their
kid?’ Like I should be able to do both, and I'm going to do both.
Danealya stated her immediate financial responsibility coupled with the knowledge of her
education providing a long term reward as factors motivating her success in her courses.
Danealya stated, “I think about my financial aid. It’s like ‘girl, if you fail, they’re not
going to cover you anymore.’ ” Uniqua described the factors that intrinsically motivated
her to succeed were derived from the fear of failure. According to Uniqua, “since I was
a very young girl, failure was not in my books, so no matter if there is motivation or not, I
better give myself that because I’m not going to fail”. Additionally, Uniqua stated, “and
then, another thing that motivates me too is, I didn't sign up to become a professional
student. I don't want to be in school re-doing stuff. So it's like, get it right now, and get
past it.” All participants who responded stated their levels of motivation were typically
high for varied reasons.
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Transformation through Discourse
Responses for the sixth category were a result of the following questions: “How
has your college experience re-defined your role as a reader? How has it re-defined how
you think as an individual? Please provide as much detail as possible (8), “Do you
consider yourselves transformed? (16), and “How do you plan on using your new
knowledge to make transformations? Please provide as much detail as possible.” (18). In
response to question 8, two participants, Jennifer and Kelsey, stated they considered
themselves as evolving into open-minded, sympathetic and empathetic readers able to
successfully engage in the cross-application of knowledge. In response to question 8,
noted she was able to apply skills gained in her English course to other disciplines.
Jennifer noted she observed improved organization of information that improved her
focus. Kelsey stated she evolved into a less myopic individual. According to Kelsey,
“basically my experience in this class it caused me to be more open minded and
understanding of other people and the way people think…instead of seeing the world
from one point of view I think I should, I started to understand it from more than one
point of view when I look at it from different perspectives.”
In response to question 16, participants stated they believed the process of college
had a positive transformative effect on them. Participants stated they recognized more
introspective behaviors, and more humane and compassionate attitudes towards others.
In response to question 16, Uniqua stated the use of discourse positively affected her
perspectives, and multiple discourse sessions supported her evolved lenses. According to
Uniqua:
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Everyone had their own experiences, but we indirectly experienced them through
the conversations that we had with the person. Even with the black, the male
feminism thing, I remember I was saying, I see men in my family how they treat
women how they are supposed to be treated, so, why is it that other males out
there can't, why they can't do the same thing? But then, based on the
conversations I began to understand that it has to do with background, it has to
do with different upbringings. It was multiple factors that led to black men
treating women differently.
In response to question 16, Kelsey stated the discourse sessions prompted her to pay
greater attention to the thoughts of other speakers. According to Kelsey:
For me, I understand people more. One thing about me is I used to always just
listen first, but I used to listen and sometimes just not understand. And sometimes
I always felt it should be from my point of view or you know, by what makes the
most sense, but now since I've taken a lot in and I've learned that everybody is
different, when I hear other people's opinions I reflect back on my life, ‘Oh,
maybe I'm biased. Maybe, you know, what I thought isn't’, so that way, or I'm just
more open minded and I feel like now I can better understand people and better
communicate with people and be on the same level, or try to understand where
they're coming from. And I can cope with ignorance better, you know, because
there's a lot of ignorance at my job. I just took that with me and I'm like, okay, so
maybe I should listen. Try to see where this person is coming from, or understand
how it would feel to be them, you know, and I just use that.
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In response to question 16, Shadae stated she demonstrated behaviors that were less
reactionary, her communication skill improved as she became more receptive to diverse
opinions. According to Shadae:
I receive people's personal opinion better, and I'm able to respond better. I'm not
a reactor anymore. Like people say something to offend me and I'm like, ‘Well
then, let's go, so you must want to argue with me’. You know. Now I'm like, ‘no’,
you're entitled to have your opinion and how you feel, and let me take that in. Let
me analyze that and now, even if we don't agree, that's cool, it's not an argument.
We're talking. You know. It's discourse.
In response to question 16, Laneikia stated she demonstrates behaviors indicative of
greater collaboration and respect. Laneikia stated she currently places greater value on
the opinions of others, and pays more attention to her peers. According to Laneikia,
“sometimes when you go to class it's, you're learning a lot more than just whatever that
class is about, you drift off into other conversations and you're able to connect with other
people and just learn about, like stocks or hair. It's important. It's all important. So I
definitely feel like I learned something from everybody.”
In response to question 16, Arielle stated her levels of confidence have increased.
According to Arielle she has evolved from being timid and anxious in discourse settings
to openly challenging perspectives, and appreciating that questioning is an integral part of
the process. According to Arielle:
For me, it was asking people why they think that way. Literally, before I used to
be scared to ask because I thought it was offensive, like, why do you think that?
What is that? I used to be scared because I used to think what, or why, was a
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rude question, that you're questioning their motives, their thinking, but I found out
that it was actually a good thing to know other people's thought process, to see
how they view things. Because when you are not asking why, you don't really
know why they're actually saying it, so you don't know anything.
According to Arielle:
You just know that they're making this statement and you're not understanding
where it's coming from, or why they feel the way they do, so I felt like asking why?
Where does that come from? Why do you think that? It was better for me,
because before I would just listen and I would be, oh yeah, that's right. Oh yeah
that's true. Oh, I like that, but then I started challenging that thing, I was like,
‘They're answering, they're giving me feedback’, and I really appreciated it.
According to Arielle, her newfound observant stance as a result of discourse has made
her more comfortable in her various courses. Arielle stated, “I felt like asking why to me
or what is that about. It gave me insight on people's lives, their behaviors, things that I
needed to see and I felt like I really liked asking that. It made me a little more
comfortable. I was, ‘Okay I can ask why’, and I learn.”
Question #18 was not posed to the participants.
Focus Group – Instructors/Professors
The instructor/professor focus group interview was conducted in the adjunct
office of the English department on the college campus. This third section of the fourth
stage represented the culmination of data collection. Five (5) English
instructors/professors – all female – initially agreed to participate in the focus group
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discussion which was recorded and later transcribed. Four (4) participants participated in
previous interviews for this study. The fifth participant was invited to replace a previous
participant who could not participate because of a professional commitment. On the day
of the focus group discussion, one participant did not attend. The focus group discussion
was conducted with four of the five scheduled participants. Each instructor/professor had
multiple years of pedagogical experience at the observation site. None of the participants
had interacted within the scope of this study before participating in the focus group
discussion. Five (5) discussion questions were posed to the participants and all were
encouraged to respond as openly as possible to each question. Questions were openended and some questions led to follow-up questions that directly related to the original
question asked by the researcher. The discussion questions were categorized to reflect
the polarities related to classroom discourse; the categories are: Demographic, Age/Life
Experience, and Quality of Discourse/Remedies. Discussion question 1 yielded
responses for the first category Demographic. Discussion questions 2 & 3 yielded
responses for the second category Age/Life Experience.
Discussion questions 4 & 5 yielded responses for the third category Quality of
Discourse/Remedies.
The following table illustrates the categories and corresponding questions posed
to the professors during the professor led focus group interview.
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Table 9
Instructor/Professor Focus Group Questions and Themes

Category

Interview Question/s

Demographic

1

Age/Life Experience

2, 3

Quality of
Discourse/Remedies

4, 5

Demographic
Responses for the first category were a result of the following question: “Was
your primary instructional demographic (adults) always your focus? If so, what factors
contributed to that focus? If not, what experiences guided you to that focus?” (#1) In
response to the first question, most participants stated their classroom demographic
varied by semester. All participants stated the student population was predominantly
adult and typical of the first time, or returning adult to the college setting. Most
participants provided one word responses negatively indicating their student demographic
was initially not their intended/targeted audience. One participant, Yvonne stated she did
not have a specific preference. Another participant, Jacqueline stated she believed the
student population she taught was a product of programming based on the availability of
classes scheduled to accommodate working adults, as well as adjunct lecturers, or
lecturers with daytime commitments. Jacqueline stated, “…there’s a whole tendency for
older folks to be attending at that time.” Most participants stated they found their roles
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as instructors to adult students rewarding and fulfilling experiences that better informed
their instructional practices. The participants stated they viewed their adult population as
serious, goal oriented and tenacious. Yvonne stated, “I find it more fulfilling to deal with
the older people because they’re more serious and they have an objective”. In response
to question #1, Jacqueline stated:
I agree with that because invariably the younger ones, 18-years-old getting out of
college (sic), you tend to lose them in the first three months because they don't
want to cope with the workload, so you will lose them. They withdraw from a
course or something like that, because if a course gets progressively harder,
they're least likely to stay.
The participants stated they attributed these attitudes to the overall experience of
their adult students.
Age/Life Experience
Responses for the second category were a result of the following questions: “As a
college instructor/professor, do you occasionally also instruct younger students? If so,
how does the age disparity in the classroom impact the classroom dynamic?” (#2), “With
the focus on dialogic practice, a student’s personal experience might be a key component
for both successful interpretation and discussion of a text. Interpretation also involves
questioning techniques; do you feel there is a shift from high level questioning, which
supports critical literacy, or is there too much of an expectation that the student should be
able to engage in critical questioning?” (#3)
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In response to question #2: the impact of age on the classroom dynamic,
participants stated the classroom demographic of freshman students tended to be mature
and adult but there were instances where a younger and less mature student influence
characterized the classroom. Participants stated those instances resulted in obvious
disparities in the overall classroom attitude. Participants stated the presence of younger
students occasionally tended to disrupt the cohesive nature of the classroom. Participants
stated in contrast, the presence of older adult students brought homogeneity to the
classroom atmosphere which made the occasional generational gap obvious. Participants
characterized younger students generally as irresponsible when over-whelmed, irresolute,
and undisciplined demonstrating an unwillingness to work. Participants stated in
contrast, older adult students were generally as experienced and professional regarding
their approach to course work. Participants stated generally younger students typically
displayed immaturity that belied their inexperience and limited life experiences. The
general consensus among the participants was that older adult students were able to draw
upon their life experiences to engage schema that supported their interpretation and
understanding of text material.
Participants stated older adult students engaged more willingly in cooperative
learning activities, focused conversation, and demonstrated an interest in and value for
discourse.
In response to question #2: how the age disparity in the classroom impacts the
classroom dynamic, Rhonda provided a detailed response. Rhonda stated younger
students’ irresponsibility was often demonstrated by behaviors outside of the class.
Rhonda stated:
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When they don't show up for classes or they'll just forget they have a class it can
be another form of irresponsibility. Yeah, I think there's a, from semester-tosemester, it's on a different scale. So sometimes you have students who will
actually, like you say drop out and just don't attend class because they feel
overwhelmed. It's too much for them.
The participants stated these behaviors were most indicative of the generational gap.
When students unofficially withdraw from a course after the course roster has been
finalized the dynamic within the class is negatively impacted and the remaining students
in the class are affected. Rhonda stated these behaviors directly contradict those of older
adult students who “have that tenacity to just want to accomplish and finish and they kind
of push through and have that balance.”
In response to question #2 Amanda stated the age disparity impacted the
relationship dynamic and how students interacted or responded to each other in the
classroom.
Amanda stated:
I feel like the students who tend to be younger in my classes don't bring as much
life experience to the discussion as opposed to the older population of my students
who have just a little bit more to contribute as far as you know, what they've seen
and experienced and connect that to what we're discussing, the other curriculum.
The participants also stated the negative implications regarding age disparity was
not limited to the younger student population. Rhonda stated while young adult students
lack life experience that could serve as a catalyst for classroom discourse, older adult
students because of their ages tended to be limited in the area of digital literacy for
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instance. Rhonda stated those disparities were obvious in whole class responses and
exchanges depending on the topic under review.
In response to question #2 Jacqueline stated the younger adults were
knowledgeable about the various social media platforms and display behaviors that were
technologically savvy in contrast with older adult students who appeared disconnected
from technology. Jacqueline stated:
Yeah. I could give you that example that is true, because one part of my syllabus
that I have to teach is perhaps a spread. It's like the spread of various
technologies including, social media and so on, and more often than not the
oldest students are not able to identify with some of the changes that are taking
place. Whereas, an 18-22-year-old person would be able to talk about the spread
of social media on a larger scale, I think.
Yvonne stated her experiences with similar observations suggested older adult
students appeared timid and cautious, suggesting they felt embarrassed by their limited
knowledge in the presence of their younger peers. Yvonne stated “I also find in my class,
the older ones, yes, they have life experience but they are more timid to participate at the
beginning.” Yvonne stated these behaviors restricted the openness of the classroom
dynamic. Yvonne stated:
And if you're dealing with contemporary issues, they just take a back seat and
leave that up to the younger ones. However, if we are dealing with things from a
century ago, they are more willing to participate and so they learn from each
other, as you say, they learn from each other. But it depends on the discourse.
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In response to question #3: how discourse has shifted away from questioning
techniques which supports critical literacy and impacted the quality of classroom
discourse, all participants stated discourse was an important tool that supported students’
understanding about what was being done in the classroom. Participants generally stated
their observations of students’ processing of information was most revealing in the
execution of the literal discourse in varied forms such as small groups or Socratic
meetings. Some participants stated it was the general expectation that because of their
ages and maturity, students would come to the course with some level of preparedness,
knowing how to question the text and ask delving questions of their peers. Some
participants stated despite the novice characterization of the student population, the
expectation was that students would still display some level of comfort with discourse
and the underlying components that propelled discourse, specifically the use of higher
level questioning. Some participants reiterated questioning was a basic skill that was
taught at the elementary level, and built into their curriculum were structured activities
that required the use of higher order questions that promoted critical thinking.
In response to question #3, Jacqueline stated there is a relationship shared by
discourse as it related to the promotion of critical thinking, and basic questioning in
support of critical thinking. Jacqueline stated there are expectations associated with
being admitted to higher education. Jacqueline stated disparities exist between
instructor’s expectation based on students’ age and perceived experiences and what is
fundamentally presented at instruction. In response to students being equipped to engage
in higher level questioning to successfully engage in discourse Jacqueline stated:
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I'm not sure I support that, I think I'm more likely to go with the idea that students
are expected to have those kinds of experiences already, that they're able to
function at a higher level because they've already gone through high school, so
there are some expectations that you go in with. Unfortunately, when you get
there, then you realize that that's not there and that you have to teach them how to
think critically. And this is where, as you said, those small group, discourse
should take place. I do an instructional manual for a textbook every two years or
so. And over the last edition, a lot of the questions that they've included in the
textbook are somehow, what's the word I'm looking for? They seek to address
critical thinking issues within the text itself.
In response to question #3, Rhonda stated instructors should not have blanketed
preconceived expectations regarding students’ ability to engage in metacognitive
techniques. Rhonda stated she viewed the application of discourse as a stimulant for
questioning and critical thinking regarding text. Rhonda stated the multi-faceted nature
of reading and comprehending, and engaging orally was a process similar to the
application of questioning techniques. Rhonda stated it is an innate aspect of the
transactional process that should be an ongoing process for students. Rhonda stated:
I definitely think it's something that has to be taught and we can't expect that
students will know this from just knowing it. However, I know once discourse
begins and the questioning begins, critical thinking is almost layered,
comprehension is at all levels layered, also, so once the discussion gets deeper,
there's more understanding of content and discussion gets deeper and is more
understanding of content. So it works hand in hand, but again it depends on
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students' experiences and what they're bringing to the table. So, if you have that
knowledge then you can get into really deep discourse, but if not it will have to be
taught. I guess it's a trial and error, see where students are and then adjust if you
have to teach it.
In response to question #3, Amanda stated she incorporated extensive use of the
Socratic Method in her instruction. Amanda stated she acknowledged diversity as it
related to students’ abilities and had no expectations regarding students experience with
questioning, critical thinking or discourse. Amanda stated,
With seminar, I'm not sure what other experience they have with let's say Socratic
seminar prior to my class. I start off kind of more interjecting in it and giving
them specific questions that I want them to discuss. But as the semester goes on, I
want them to kind of take the reins and develop their own questions and they get
better and better at discussion through the constant practice and participation in
it.
Other participants stated in addition to supported comprehension using discourse and
critical questioning techniques, they observed engagement in discourse resulted in
increased confidence and a willingness to participate and generate questions based on the
text assigned, or topic driven discourse activity.
Quality of Discourse/Remedies
Responses for the third category were a result of the following questions: “Can
you speak to additional factors that might limit or impact the quality of classroom
discourse on a subject or text?” (#4), and “When faced with challenges as those that
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might arise in (4) above, how do you circumvent or resolve those issues to ensure your
dialogic objectives are achieved?” (#5)
In response to question #4: additional factors that might impact the quality of classroom
discourse the responses varied. Some participants stated innate conversation was a lost
ability and the dominant use of technology in the classroom created a sense of artificial
instruction as opposed to an environment where students relied on foundational skills and
innate funds of knowledge. Other participants identified factors such as an unwillingness
to engage in formal research, low confidence levels and limited critical thinking skills.
Participants stated those factors stagnated the learning process and negatively impacted
the quality of classroom discourse, but were issues that could be rectified. Participants
stated additional factors that impacted the quality of discourse in the classroom were
indicative of the demographic. Older adult students who had disassociated from
academics for an extensive period of time were characterized by a lower level of
preparation and readiness than students who had enrolled directly from secondary
schooling. While older adult students were willing and emotionally ready to engage,
their academic inexperience, and the absence of prerequisite academic contexts created
some challenges with the quality of discourse that could not be rectified by the use of
personal experience to support classroom discourse. Participants stated students’
personal and professional commitments outside of the classroom also impacted the
quality of classroom discourse. Participants stated the responsibility and commitment of
attaining higher education can be overwhelming as a solitary pursuit, and the added
responsibility of engaging in a career, with a family impacts students’ readiness for the
course transaction.
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In response to question #4, Jacqueline stated the absence of context coupled with student
inexperience can undermine course goals. Jacqueline stated:

Preparation. Student preparation or readiness to do the course when they come
in. Some students have no experience with anything in particular. I have two
courses and of all of those with full classes, 38 sometimes, these students have no
experience. So, the problem with that is that on the levels that you want to have
these discourses, there is no underlying background.
Jacqueline stated the influence of academic inexperience and external demands are
visible in students’ behaviors in the classroom. Jacqueline stated despite students’
willingness to be enrolled in college classes, the demands are intimidating. Jacqueline
stated:
There's no background for you at the beginning of the semester and these students
are less inclined today to read a textbook because of the types of students we are
having. They don't want to have more than a reading of more than 32 characters.
So there has to be some willingness on the part of the students to engage or to get
committed with their own textbooks beyond having them in front of them, renting
it for the whole year and not using it.
In response to question #4, Yvonne stated she observed students were faced with
the challenge of conducting any type of formal inquiry. Yvonne stated students
demonstrate an obvious willingness but are undermined by their own personal
insecurities that she believed was a direct result of their mature ages. Yvonne stated:
I have that same problem, too. Willingness to read and to research, because apart
from the fact that they may come with limited critical thinking skills and then the
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age difference, which may cause them to be a little bit more timid, some of them
are not willing to read. And then to do the research to find out what other people
say about this topic. So they come to class and they, it's like an empty vessel
waiting and so you have the problem of them being unable to participate in the
discussion because they don't know anything. Sometimes they didn't even read the
article.
Both participants Yvonne and Jacqueline reiterated the same ideas. In response to
Yvonne’s observation, Jacqueline stated the attitudes presented in her courses sometimes
impacted the quality of the classroom discourse by creating a one-sided relationship that
was more teacher centered as opposed to instructor facilitated or student centered.
Jacqueline stated there was an absence of an inherent transactional exchange of
information that characterized college discourse sessions. Jacqueline stated those
situations imposed adjustments of her pedagogy that negatively impacted the quality of
the discourse sessions. Jacqueline stated:
You're right, they didn't. I found out with this course I taught last semester, it
wasn't a seminar class, but there were set readings that they had to do and then
respond to the readings and they would often come inside of the class. So you
can’t have these discussions without them being prepared. And so then the onus
is on you as a professor in the class to lecture rather than to discuss and engage
students because they don't know anything.
Yvonne stated cultural differences also impacted the quality of classroom
discourse and how students responded to each other within dialogic communities
established within the classroom setting. Yvonne stated students’ ethnic and academic
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culture determines how they respond to and during instruction. Yvonne stated students
who are not trained to respond to established behaviors struggle to conform to perceived
new forms of instruction. Yvonne stated:
Culture has a big role in what they do in their classrooms and their discussion.
The cultural difference is really a big factor because depending on where students
are from, some students may not speak because in their culture it was not
something that they promote. So it becomes a problem. For example, students
who come from the Caribbean, many of them were not taught that way. They
listen, they took notes and they answered questions.
Jacqueline stated the class size of the modern college classroom also impacted the
quality of classroom discourse and how students responded to each other within dialogic
communities within the classroom setting. Jacqueline stated the traditional lecture hall
structure where information was disseminated to students was still imposed on some
courses by default because of the class size. Jacqueline stated the student demographic
would benefit from more intimate dialogic communities and transactional instruction that
involved intimate questioning and response where students shared and received
information.
In response to question #5: remedies to classroom challenges, all participants
stated they recognized the uniqueness of the student demographic required attention that
surpassed traditional weekly office hours. All participants stated they made provisions to
accommodate students and ensure they acquired the applicable skills as outlined in their
specific course description. All participants stated they provided support to students that
prepared them for the next level courses provided at the department level. Some
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participants stated they provided technical support to their students, and some participants
stated they provided emotional support to their students. Some participants stated the
support they provided included opportunities to obtain more information related to
structure through clearly established criterion, differentiated source materials,
incorporating visual aids to promote and support varied forms of discourse, opportunities
for students to engage in peer-evaluation to improve their technical skills. Some
participants stated the support they provided included self-assessment opportunities for
students to build upon their self-efficacy. Participants stated when students engaged in
critical reflection, their belief on their ability often transferred to other performance
aspects including discourse. Some participants stated they provided psycho-emotional
support through verbal encouragement and empathy towards their students.
In response to question #5, Rhonda stated the challenges over different semesters
imposed adjustments on her pedagogy. Rhonda stated she became more cognizant of
differentiating her instruction for an adult population. Rhonda stated her strategies were
technically driven and included the use of differentiated source materials, and multiple
mediums of texts. Rhonda stated:
I think it also forces us as educators once we observe that is to find these different
types of sources to engage them. Once we realize that they're not reading the text
or talking about the text, we don't want to take the text away from them. We still
want them to read the text and talk openly, but now we have to find varied forms
of texts, so like the documentaries. So different visual pieces for them to kind of
pull material from just because we understand the value of discourse and we don't
want to have those texts like get them away from their discussions.
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Rhonda stated she established clear guidelines for her students which included modeling
expectations for quality discourse. Rhonda stated students become comfortable and grow
into quality discursive practices when they are more cognizant of the process. Rhonda
stated:
I think once students are put into the situation where they're being asked to speak
on a particular topic, once they see the expectation and once they get comfortable
seeing each other, each other make mistakes and grow from the mistakes, I think
again with time it becomes something better as they become more familiar with
the process and each other.
In response to question #5, Yvonne stated the challenges over different semesters
imposed adjustments on her attitude to pedagogy. Yvonne stated she self-educated
regarding her students’ backgrounds. Yvonne stated she was able to empathize with her
students by engaging in open dialogue about her experiences. Yvonne stated she used
factors such as ethnicity, culture, race, age, and gender to make direct correlations
between her experiences and those of her students in efforts to support and engage them.
Yvonne stated it was her belief culture strongly impacted students’ approach to life.
Yvonne stated:
The first day I try to find out where they're from because I think I know a little bit
about the different cultures and if I don't know, I go and research it or I talk to the
students because once I understand that, then I know how to devise the lesson,
devise, you know, little things to help them to talk, how I can call in them in a way
that they don't feel that they're being overwhelmed.
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In response to question #5, Amanda stated she experienced challenges over
different semesters but circumvented early in each semester because she approached her
students without any pre-disposed assumptions about their ability regarding dialogic
interactions. Amanda stated her approach was always technical. Amanda stated she
believed students required preparation and structure. Amanda stated:
I don't like to make the assumption that they do know how to engage in discourse,
so I feel like they need a lot of preparation. Before they even enter into that, you
know, let's say the Socratic seminar set-up, I give them time, days ahead to
prepare to talk about whatever the topic is.
Amanda stated while she believes discourse should be an authentic and innate practice,
she is cognizant there is the misconception that speech is fluid and natural for everyone,
and that should automatically be able to engage in meaningful discourse about ideas in
texts and a variety of issues on a myriad of spectrums. Amanda further acknowledged
those misconceptions negatively impacts the execution of many dialogic sessions when
students lack adequate tools to successfully engage in meaningful, critical discourse and
adequate support in the form of modeling and time to prepare for instance is not provided
for them. Amanda stated:
I feel like we expect people to be naturally, you know, social creatures and we can
carry on conversations just naturally because of who we are as humans. But more
and more students that we're getting now lack that ability to have natural
conversation, so they need time to prepare for that. Just like they need time to
prepare to write a paper or to take an exam, they need time to prepare to talk
about a topic.
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Amanda stated it was an unrealistic expectation that students characterized by remote
academic experiences could be placed into a formal dialogic setting and be successfully
engaged in conversation related to complex themes and concepts. Amanda stated
students needed opportunities for preparation, to create notes and have at their disposal
structured items ready for discussion. Amanda stated that information should have a
foundation in a primary text or student research. Amanda stated the dialogic practice
paralleled other forms of assessment needing preparation.
In response to question #5, Jacqueline stated the challenges over different
semesters imposed adjustments on her pedagogy and her attitude to pedagogy.
Jacqueline stated the level of engagement in her courses were a result of administrative
demands to incorporate increased technological stances during instruction. Jacqueline
stated the insistence to utilize technology encroached upon valuable dialogic
opportunities. Jacqueline stated by restricting technology students were visibly engaged
in the dissemination and exchange of information.
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CHAPTER 5
Discussion
For the traditionally aged college students who enroll full-time as they graduate
from high school (18 to 22 years old) with an academic focus, obtaining a tertiary
education and a college degree might appear easily within reach, just as the opportunities
such as scholarships, work-study programs, internships and opportunities for study
abroad might also be taken for granted. For this category of students, a bachelor’s degree
is simply a stepping stone as they transition to their dream career. For another category
of students who are older and enroll part-time while working, collegiate success is
imperative. For this group, college success means acquiring specific skills that is defined
by a college degree. Unfortunately, existing deficiencies in student literacy, specifically
students’ facility with comprehension in public school classrooms and at various levels of
secondary and tertiary levels of education has and continues to stymy student
achievement exacerbating the achievement gaps among racial and ethnic groups.
Intervention and support for early learners took the form of policies such as No Child Left
Behind (2001), however the impact of early deficits with comprehension often manifested
in the classroom behaviors of many non-traditional adult college students, or students
who opted to return to academics after extended periods away from school. Examples of
those challenges included struggles with identity, self-efficacy, and motivation.
Compounding the personal struggles non-traditional adult students face, academic
institutions are also challenged with increased numbers of remedial courses as a solution
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to the academic deficiencies of this demographic. While attempts to support instruction,
education, and improve academic achievement has resulted in increased attention placed
on curriculum, performance, skill, and pedagogy by the U.S. Department of Education
(1983), in terms of the focus placed on the struggles of the transitional adult learner as
well as solutions to the issue of adults literacy levels, there persists marked inequities
(Deggs, 2011). To engage this new population of learners, more versatile methods of
instruction that incorporates students’ plethora of experience outside of the classroom
need to be implemented into pedagogical practice. Additionally, to support instruction,
students’ comprehension, and overall academic growth, a more participatory role in the
learning process through active discourse of culturally relevant material is required.
Summary of the Purpose of the Study
The role of the present study was to explore the impact of oral discourse and the
use of Socratic seminars on adult students’ comprehension and critical literacy. Gee
(2001) defined discourse as “an interplay among words, acts, values, beliefs, attitudes,
and social identities” (p. 526). The RAND Reading Study Group (2002) defined
comprehension as “the process of simultaneously extracting and constructing meaning”
(p.11). Lewis et al., (2009) viewed critical literacy as “human action…mediated by
language and other symbol systems within particular cultural contexts” (p. 5). In
consideration of the focus of the current research, and the factors such as efficacy and
motivation that contribute to students’ comprehension and classroom attitudes, this study
is grounded in two learning theories, the constructivist theory (Bereiter, 1994; Dewey,
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1963; Driscoll, 2000; Faucault, 1971; Vygotsky, 1986) and the transformative theory of
learning (Mezirow, 1997).
Two tenets of constructivism are that people develop their knowledge and
understanding of matter through personal experiences and by then reflecting on those
experiences (Bereiter, 1994), and that learning is active rather than passive (Phillips,
1995). Bada (2015) summarizes the benefits of constructivist learning as being multifaceted, including being more enjoyable because students are actively as opposed to
passively involved in the learning process; as improving the educational process because
the shift is geared towards critical thinking and comprehension as opposed to rote
memorization; as concentrated on the process of learning, guiding students towards skills
for thinking and ultimately comprehending; as geared towards learning that is
transferable to other disciplines; as being critical to the development of students as
stakeholders in their instruction since students’ participation, specifically students’
questioning and exploration of content supports the learning process (p. 68). Bada (2015)
notes “by grounding learning activities in an authentic, real-world context, constructivism
stimulates and engages students… constructivism promotes social and communication
skills by creating a classroom environment that emphasizes collaboration and exchange
of ideas…students must therefore exchange ideas and so must learn to ‘negotiate’ with
others and to evaluate their contributions in a socially acceptable manner” (p.68).
Mezirow (1997) describes transformative learning as responsible for the
development of “autonomous thinking” (p. 5), noting that the goal of adult education is
the independent formulation of interpretations and ideas (p. 5). The primary aim of adult
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students who return to the college classroom is to maintain or improve job skills in an
attempt to be competitive in the work force and society, to achieve established and
specific career goals, or to pursue personal development. Returning adult students are
best situated for the attainment of those goals when they are exposed to and utilize
strategies that support the consumption and application of content that is contextualized
as relevant to their needs. In these instances students experience and are cognizant of
their individual growth. Mezirow (1997) notes analyzing the related experiences of
others supports collaborative learning and leads to a common understanding of concepts
until new information is presented that challenges those existing concepts. According to
Mezirow:
…we transform our frames of reference through critical reflection on the
assumptions upon which our interpretations, beliefs, and habits of mind or points
of view are based. We can become critically reflective of the assumptions we or
others make when we learn to solve problems instrumentally or when we are
involved in communicative learning. We may be critically reflective of
assumptions when reading a book, hearing a point of view, engaging in taskoriented problem solving (objective reframing), or self-reflectively assessing our
own ideas and beliefs (subjective reframing). Self-reflection can lead to
significant personal transformations (p. 7).
The purpose of this study was to gauge the degree to which constructivist strategies in the
form of oral discourse and Socratic seminars contributed to transformative learning as it
relates to the returning adult college student’s comprehension and critical literacy,
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extending to the adult student’s efficacy and self-concept. A phenomenological model
using a qualitative approach was employed to answer the research questions. Qualitative
data collection were the results from professor interviews (n = 6), classroom interviews of
two separate classes (n = 27) and (n = 24), student interviews (n = 7), student focus
groups from each class (n = 9) and (n = 6), and a professor focus group (n = 6). Chapter
5 will summarize the qualitative results of the current study, follow with a discussion of
the findings, and conclude with suggested recommendations for educators and
implications for future research.
Summary of Findings
The summative aim of the current study was to determine through teacher
perspectives the impact of oral discourse on adult student’s comprehension and critical
literacy. The researcher hypothesized that pedagogical practice grounded in oral
discourse strategies, inclusive of small group and Socratic seminars would positively
impact students’ overall comprehension and critical literacy. To investigate the potential
impact of these strategies the researcher conducted individual interviews with English
professors, individual interviews with students who had successfully completed English
Reading and Composition freshman level courses, classroom observations of two
freshman level English Reading and Composition courses, and separate focus groups of
both English professors and students enrolled in freshman level reading and composition
courses.
Question 1. How does student involvement in Socratic discourse support/impact
student comprehension and academic achievement?
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Findings from the professor interviews indicated students’ involvement in
discourse activities were perceived to improved their facility with traditional literacy,
overall reading comprehension and oral communication. Students’ increases in
comprehension were articulated through demonstration of schematic connections using
personal funds of knowledge. Students’ behaviors demonstrated greater investment in
intellectual maturity and increased investment in the intellectual stances which they
adopted, behaviors that transitioned to academic achievement. Findings from the student
interviews indicated discourse activities supported and improved students’ skills with
analysis, and promoted academic discipline. Indications were the use of discourse
promoted introspection and comprehension of content. Findings from the student focus
groups regarding the impact of discourse aligned with exploration in other areas,
suggesting the use of discourse generally promoted introspection and attention which
supported comprehension and achievement.
Question 2. How does engagement in Socratic discourse impact motivation,
efficacy, and identity?
Findings from the classroom observations indicated students’ engagement and
demonstrated efficacy during Socratic discourse activities were dependent on the role
assumed by the class professor. During instances where the professor presented as a
dominant presence in the discourse activity and structured the discussion, students were
less engaged and relied on probing to relay their depth of comprehension. During
instances where the professor presented as a reserved presence in the discourse activity
and moderated as needed, the discussions were fluid and greater student autonomy was
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evident. Findings from student interviews indicated students’ motivation, efficacy, and
identity were not contingent on their participation in classroom discourse activities.
Extrinsic and intrinsic motivational factors were the efficacy of close family members,
personal challenges they experienced, professional ethos, and personal responsibilities
and obligations. Findings from student focus groups substantiated those emanating from
the findings of student interviews. Respondents were incentivized by factors such as long
term professional goals and program completion which they equated with
accomplishment, all factors external to the classroom discourse.
Question 3. How are the traditional and critical literacies of non-traditional adult
students influenced by oral and collaborative discourse interactions?
Findings from the professor interviews indicated students’ overall traditional and
critical literacies were positively impacted. Regarding traditional literacy involvement in
structured discourse interactions, students engaged in critical review of the craft of
literacy and the importance of various literate stances that impact comprehension.
Regarding critical literacy, findings indicate students’ involvement in collaborative
discourse interactions stimulated their political awareness and critical facility through
their shared experiences. Findings from the two classes observed paralleled findings
from the classroom observations related to research question #2; students responded
based on the role assumed by the class professor. Where there was dominant professor
involvement in the discourse interaction, students demonstrated less interaction in the
form of constructive note-taking patterns, students queried instructions for clarification,
relied on personal associations to validate raised perspectives, and struggled to craft and

217

engage in authentic, critical questioning. Students did engage with their peers but
struggled with time constraints and there were less ideas shared which resulted in stilted
discourse. Conversely, when there was a reserved professor presence students
demonstrated intermittent note-taking patterns, engaged with their peers by reinforcing
existing comments, challenging peer ideas and emphasizing a conceptual grasp of the text
content. Students demonstrated clear connections between the text content and historical
era associations, made references to relevant contemporary issues, initiated authentic
questions and responded to scripted questions providing relevant and applicable citations
to validate responses. Findings from the student interviews indicated collaborative
discourse interactions supported the use of organic conversation, relatability of content,
articulation and the learning environment. Additionally, findings from the student
interviews supported collaboration and communal understanding, the evaluation of ideas,
thought processing, was supportive of a uniform knowledge base, eliminated mental
barriers regarding text content based on instructional style, and encouraged enthusiastic
engagement. Findings from the student focus groups regarding the impact of
collaborative discourse on traditional and critical literacies aligned with findings for
previous research questions indicating that collaborative discourse is instrumental in the
expansion of comprehension, building on existing funds of knowledge, the application of
existing knowledge to create new sources of knowledge, and evaluating and valuing
current knowledge.
Qualitative Results in Relation to Research
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Question 1. How does student involvement in Socratic discourse support/impact
student comprehension and academic achievement?
Student Autonomy
Data from the professor interviews was used to contextualize this research
question. Based on responses provided by the teachers, student autonomy emerged as a
principal factor when considering how Socratic and discourse activities influenced
student comprehension and achievement. According to the professors interviewed,
expansive use of exploratory and reciprocal dialogue characterized by collaboration
resulted in an innovative learning environment; essentially discourse supported overall
literacy. When provided with the autonomy to cultivate a student-centered learning
environment, students were positioned to more critically consider the craft of reading
through multiple lenses. As demonstrated in their seminars, these multiple perspectives
bridge students’ comprehension of text content and improves their academic facility.
These findings align with those of Tredway (1995) who identified Socratic discourse as a
relevant tool for critical, intellectual, and social development. By providing students
opportunities to assume a student-centered and active role in their pedagogy, as opposed
to a teacher-dominated and passive student role during instruction, students become
responsible for questioning and directly evaluating responses, and develop skill with
reading with an efferent stance while comprehending with greater intellectual maturity.
Additionally, through the use of community discourse and experience with Socratic
questioning, adult students gain insight into their existing funds of knowledge, and the
opportunity to explore those knowledge banks while unifying the narrative. Though
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research that explores the experience of the “non-traditional” adult college student is still
insufficient, there is still some evidence that the adult student with less academic
experience who returns to the college classroom after an extended sabbatical faces many
challenges in addition to the struggle to adapt academically (Yorke & Longden, 2004).
The multiple demands on many adult students’ time and resources require higher
education programming that addresses the needs of adult students to ensure the attrition
levels and academic success of these non-traditional undergraduate students (Provasnik &
Planty, 2008). The learning experience in an advanced academic setting should promote
a culture of inquiry and build on existing knowledge by extending comprehension. The
guided democracy that characterizes Socratic seminars in the college classroom
empowers students with ownership over their learning and provides a bridge for adult
students who have returned to the academic forum. The use of these discourse
communities that promote respect, understanding, and a stronger degree of
communication between individual students and among the professor and students
translate into increased student classroom engagement, a greater sense of efficacy,
retention of information, and critical talk which leads to improved levels of
comprehension. It is student engagement in these metacognitive and discourse practices
which facilitate understanding of text content and overall comprehension, and leads to
academic achievement.
From the student perspective the dialogic experience positively influenced
comprehension and academic achievement. Students reported discourse supported how
they considered the content explored during instruction noting the dialogic experience
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supported the articulation of their ideas, the use of organic discourse, and the relatability
of text content which in turn supported comprehension. Finkel (1999) purported
comprehension is supported when students are challenged to think critically and
comprehend when the theoretical content is relatable, or considered in real-world
contexts. When adult students with limited college experience are able to view the
course material through the lens of their own experiences, or make applicable
connections or draw relevant parallels, they are better able to formulate and articulate
their ideas and the learning environment (Nehari & Bender, 1978; Sobral, 2000). This
results in improved communication skills and improved confidence and articulation;
these behaviors promote collaboration and communal understanding.
Feedback from students also suggests discourse supports comprehension and
achievement by creating a uniform knowledge base where students can comfortably
evaluate their ideas and those of their peers. Within the open discourse community of the
classroom, students are provided opportunities to process their thoughts as they engage in
innate and open questioning and comprehension of the course material. Comprehension
is supported because the sharing of ideas through open discourse makes the text content
more accessible. As it relates to non-traditional students, learning becomes more
meaningful whenever ‘new’ learning can be applied to real-life contexts, linked to past
experiences, and when it transforms their own previous understandings (Donaldson &
Graham, 1999).
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Social Development
When considering the impact of discourse on comprehension and achievement,
another salient factor that emerged was the overall social development of the student.
Seminal research by Vygotsky (1978) recognizes the relationship between social
influence and cognitive ability. Teachers reported they observed students responded with
a political awareness and critical facility as a result of the classroom discourse. Unlike
teenage students who have limited life experiences, adult students come to the college
classroom with a plethora of experience, and multiple lenses that can inform their
understanding of varied texts. The use of discourse encourages opportunities for students
to share their experiences and make personal connections directly to the text and among
members of the group. By connecting their experiences to the texts through discourse,
students engage in behaviors that inform both the course instruction and their
understanding of the course content which furthers their social and even psychological
and cultural development.
Evidence from students’ interviews and student focus groups paralleled these
findings. Students stated in addition to demonstrating improved skill with analysis and
greater academic discipline, they recognized their involvement in Socratic discourse
activities was responsible for an increased awareness of cultural and instructional
disparities and greater confidence to challenge the status quo. For many students, their
role in the classroom is typified by an inability to articulate ideas or raise questions
through fear of being incorrect. This fear manifests in limited comprehension because of
the failure to pursue clarification in areas of confusion. Within the discourse construct
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adult students who come to the college environment at a disadvantage with respect to
knowledge and efficacy can re-position themselves and benefit from the reciprocity of the
collaborative community. In this way learning becomes sustainable because it is applied
situationally and multi-contextually (Ben-Eliyahu, 2019); the information is authentically
reproduced within the group; the information is contextual and applicable and as a result
manifests in long-term comprehension. Additionally, learning is substantive because the
social dynamic of the discourse setting is instrumental in the expansion of understanding
the information at hand, as students build on existing funds of knowledge, apply existing
knowledge to contextualize for comprehension, and articulate the value of the
information gained.
Question 2. How does engagement in Socratic discourse impact motivation,
efficacy, and identity?
Motivation and Efficacy
The assumption of the second research question was that engagement in Socratic
discourse impacted students’ motivation, efficacy, and identity in the classroom. Based
on findings from teacher interviews, there is a symbiotic relationship between students’
engagement in discourse activities and their motivation to perform a task, their efficacy
regarding completion of a task, and their classroom identity. Students willingly engage
in academic tasks when they are academically motivated to do so, and students are
motivated in the classroom when they feel comfortable in their classroom roles and view
themselves as successful or capable. Adult students who return to higher education and
demonstrate low cognitive efficacy lack confidence in their abilities to comprehend, think
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critically, and make meaningful contributions in the classroom. Inherent in these
attitudes is the belief that despite their decision to pursue higher education they have been
estranged from academics for too extended a period of time, have forgotten foundational
information necessary for classroom success, lack the ability to think critically, and lack
skill with technological platforms and applications that leave them disadvantaged in
comparison with the younger members of their cohort. Within their constructed realities
is the fear that their academic experience may end in failure. In these cases their attitudes
demonstrate an absence of ethos and prove undermining. When students cannot trust
their own abilities to perform successfully at a given task, they begin having
subconsciously doomed their eventual outcome.
Essentially, low student efficacy consequently hinders students’ willingness or
motivation, and their resulting engagement and classroom performance because students
tend to feel disconnected from, or uncomfortable in the student role; the result is poor
academic performances. This aligns with the work of Komarraju and Dial (2014) whose
study on identity students who were comfortable with their academic identities were
more motivated in the classroom. Based on responses shared by the professors during
interviews, disparate levels of comfort with the curriculum and classroom interactions
manifest in student apathy, diminishes the overall tone of the classroom and undermines
overall motivation and engagement. Students’ low levels of confidence visibly affect the
overall student dynamic and synergy and negatively impacts students’ responses. These
attitudes emanate from and simultaneously lead to disparate levels of preparedness which
in turn leads to myopic and rigid stances in the classroom. This area of this study’s
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findings is reinforced by the research of Bandura (1993) who described the correlation
between efficacy and classroom behavior and by later researchers such as Guthrie,
Wigfield, and Vonsecker (2000) who described the impact of low self-efficacy on
academic engagement, noting such behaviors lead to poor academic performance, and
additionally by Sparks (2014) who noted entry-level college students struggle to maintain
the efficacy and motivation needed for successful completion of challenging academic
tasks. When students experience doubt, the emotional and psychological stresses equate
with low self-esteem and low motivation to pursue relevant tasks.
Valued Interaction
Students of all ages perform positively to tasks when they view the tasks as
relevant and when they are comfortable in their role. When students recognize the value
of a task they also value their interaction in the activity and contribution to the outcome.
In these instances student engagement is palpable because the students are motivated to
engage in the activity, however these behaviors are contingent on and influenced by
students’ view of themselves in the classroom, as well as how they perceive themselves
as being viewed by others within the learning community. These perspectives are
reinforced by Oyserman and Destin (2010) who address the influence of identity on
classroom participation and performance. Despite the conscious choice to pursue higher
education, returning adult students arrive at the classroom with immense anxiety and
concern regarding their ability and eventual success. The occasion to withdraw is
typically a reality for these students who are unsure of their academic selves. Students
whose attitudes are indicative of a positive sense of self contribute positively to their
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academic performances. When students are comfortable in their classroom roles and
confident in what they know, they are more willing to exchange information, openly
challenge the ideas of other students in the learning community, and build on existing
sources of knowledge. These students belong to a cadre that are empowered and feel
validated in the learning community. Conversely, students insecure in their roles negate
their knowledge and ability to think, articulate, and grow in their learning environments.
In these contexts students are fearful of sharing their efforts and believe their opinions are
subject to ridicule.
Within discourse arenas, when the interactions and contributions of the
participants are recognized as valid, and when the participants themselves see value in the
exchanges they are more likely to continue with the task to completion, and less likely to
abandon the task when faced with challenges. When students are able to engage in
behaviors that convey critical analysis, e.g. making schematic connections between text
content and historical era associations and contemporary issues, validating their ideas
with relevant text content, generating and engaging in authentic questioning, their actions
emphasize a conceptual grasp of the class content as well as how they value the
interactions. When non-traditional adult students engage in discussion, reinforce existing
comments, initiate, respond to, and challenge the ideas of their peers, their engagement
conveys the degree to which they consider themselves valued in the interactions.
Findings from the classroom observations indicate students from Class A
appeared engaged and animated in the open discussions with their peers suggesting by
their open participation they found value in the source material and valued their
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contributions and that of their peers. In Class A the discourse interactions were typically
student centered and required little professor facilitation. Conversely, Class B, a teacher
dominated class, was characterized by students’ struggle to raise and respond to
questions, and the aim of the questions raised by the students was characterized as
clarifying instead of higher level or critical. Findings from the student focus groups also
revealed disparate attitudes towards the student interactions. Findings from Class A
indicated the students positively viewed the interactions and were drawn to the various
texts addressed over the course of the semester. Students’ responses indicated they found
the content promoted self-reflection, inspirational, and cultivated reading, and they were
positioned to observe their personal evolution as readers because of how they were able
to relate to the text content. Conversely, the participants of Class B felt disassociated
from the texts and demonstrated reserved engagement. These findings are reinforced by
the work of Hall (2009) who noted the culture of the classroom climate and the
perception of others within the classroom dynamic affects students’ perception and
performance.
Environment
In many instances absences from schooling range from five to ten years and the
implications of advancements in academic policies and technologies present challenges
that many adult students find over-whelming. For these students the tasks associated
with degree completion is compounded by a plethora of extraneous variables. Another
factor emerging from the research that influences how student engagement in classroom
discourse impacts overall motivation, efficacy and identity is the classroom culture.
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Adult freshman students differ from traditional freshman students in many ways, e.g. in
terms of age, professional and life experience, cultural exposure, and academic
preparedness. Within the classroom environment adult students who bring with them
latent insecurities require an atmosphere that promotes a safe tone and encourages
sharing and openness. This perspective is reinforced in a study by Hall (2009) who
concluded a student’s perceptions and performance is in tandem shaped by the classroom
environment. Findings from the professor interviews indicated some teachers
demonstrated levels of frustration with adult students who struggled, creating recognized
tension between the teacher and students in the classroom. From the teachers’
perspectives, these variables that contribute to a negative classroom tone are interpreted
students’ lack of preparedness for the reality of college expectations. Findings from the
student interviews suggest the instructional challenges mitigate the environmental
challenges. Students generally expressed concern regarding the burden of full-time
employment partnered with their academic commitments, the struggle to maintain
balance, feelings of exclusion from their younger peer set because of their advanced ages,
and the demands of their academic program and financial requirements. Additionally,
students expressed concern with the personality conflicts within the classroom arising
from certain instructors’ individual pedagogical approaches and what they viewed as an
absence of autonomy as adult students. Findings from the mature students who
participated in the focus groups echoed these sentiments where the dominant concern
shared was that students believed their credibility in the classroom was undermined as a
result of the adversarial challenges between the students and instructor, and coupled with
the stigma of ageism. This is in direct contrast with findings from younger returning
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students from the cohort who acknowledged the classroom environment impacts their
responses, and that the environmental challenges students experience are unique to each
participant based on their personal perspectives on race, gender, and oppression.
Findings from the initial professor interviews suggest positive classroom culture is
possible when collaborative efforts extend to all participants, i.e. among students and
between teachers and students. Motivation, efficacy and positive student identity can be
a direct result of using discourse as an instructional tool in addition to a collaborative and
responsive tool where teachers meet students at their levels of ability. It can also serve as
a catalyst that situates students into positions of power in the classroom so that they feel
supported in their exploration of varied literacies, and encouraged to engage in
instructional and discourse activities. These attitudes contribute to a healthy academic
climate and support student growth.
Question 3. How are the traditional and critical literacies of non-traditional adult
students influenced by oral and collaborative discourse interactions?
Metacognition
An emerging theme from the findings related to the third research question is the
struggle adult students who are re-positioned to higher education face with metacognition. Traditional literacy is contingent on the individual’s ability to receive and
share ideas both orally and using written communication and involves initially
identification and later internalization and application of knowledge. The traditionally
literate individual possesses the ability to use information for self-development and selfempowerment in varied contexts outside of an academic and professional setting, i.e. in
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their daily lives. A pertinent characteristic of being traditionally literate is utilizing metacognition. Older, non-traditional freshman students who lack the experience of academic
rigor also lack the awareness and understanding of how to process information to support
their comprehension of information. These students face the additional challenge of low
meta-cognitive abilities, an aid for enhancing traditional literacy. Findings from
professor interviews suggest instructors view classroom oral discourse as a tool that
supports the development of traditional literacy, (i.e.) reading and comprehension skills,
and writing. Findings suggest opportunities for students to engage in open and
collaborative discourse activities which includes authentic questioning promotes
engagement and improves students’ performance. The professors interviewed noted they
observed results of discursive exploration towards the coursework included greater
commitment, engagement, and active inquiry from students. These findings are validated
by Halliday (1973), Bakhtin (1986), and Gee (1996) who addressed the communicative
and contextual relevance of literacy, and Perry (2012) who identified literacy and
engagement as being directly connected.
Teaching students to think about how they think and talk in addition to what they
talk about within the discourse arena strengthens their traditional literacy base by
improving reading comprehension through oral communication. Imbued in those actions
is the use of schematic connections students make using personal funds of knowledge.
Adult students’ intellectual practices are influenced by a number of variables including
prior education and age. When students are able to talk through their ideas and their
processes for arriving at specific stances in a supported discursive environment, the
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arrived at cognition positions them to become more academically invested and
intellectually developed. Success with traditional literacy can be derived from oral
discourse as a metacognitive strategy where students are exposed to intellectual content
and opportunities to make external connections that support their comprehension. In
freshman college classes populated by adults, the use of culturally relevant discourse is
an important tool to achieve this objective.
In addition to supporting students’ traditional literacy, findings suggest the use of
oral and collaborative discourse with adult students positively impacts students’
metacognition leading to critically literate stances. Critically literate individuals are
cognizant of how they are impacted by information and are able to discern the powerrelationships that act as bridges between their traditional and contemporary literacies.
Critically literate individuals question existing perspectives and develop more strategic
personas. Professors noted they observed the use of oral discourse supported how
students processed information as they demonstrated greater political awareness,
intellectual maturity, and greater investment in their intellectual stances. Findings from
the student interviews conveyed an awareness of what it is involved in being critically
literate. Students identified questioning as a composite of assuming a critically literate
stance, in addition to increased attention to general information, greater introspection,
faculty with self-expression, and an awareness of socially relevant topics including those
with inherent policy biases. These findings are validated by Luke (2004) whose study
addressed the importance of situating students to evaluate power systems that affect their
lives, and later again by Luke (2012) who reinforced the need to engage learners to an
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awareness of how multiple discourses are utilized in multiple contexts and for multiple
purposes.
Additionally, analysis of the students’ interviews as a result of their engagement
in oral and collaborative discourse interactions revealed the students generally considered
themselves less myopic and more introspective and insightful possessing greater empathy
as readers. Students observed themselves as being less reactionary and more receptive to
diverse perspectives, more respectful and collaborative, as being more open to valuing
the opinions of others, and conveying their opinions with greater confidence and comfort.
These findings reflect individual growth as students transform their identities through the
discourse process into intellectually mature literate individuals. These findings align with
those of Freire (2001) who addressed the relationship between literacy and selfdevelopment or self-empowerment and McLaughlin (2001) who noted the opportunity
for shared expression exposes students to new and varied perspectives and challenges
them to expand on their own perspectives. Providing opportunities for non-traditional
adult students to process their thoughts and reflect on the cognitive process positions
them adopt more efficacious stances within their courses, and enables active thinking
which in turn strengthens their traditional literacy and critically literate stances To
support adult learners reinforcing their traditional literacy may succeed in developing
their critically literacy since prior research confirms adoption of a critically literate stance
leads to expanded reasoning and active thinking.
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Marginalization
A final and important theme that emerged from the research findings was the
degree to which returning adult students conveyed feeling marginalized in their courses.
Students who experience extensive gaps before re-entry to academics demonstrate an
obvious struggle with course content. Based on findings from student interviews and the
student focus groups, combined feelings of low efficacy, low motivation, and low levels
of meta-cognition enhance self-doubt and manifest in psychological stresses that further
undermine classroom performance. These issues are compounded by feelings of
marginalization stemming from the generational gap between older students in the classes
and younger members of their cohort as findings indicate a key factor is the age disparity
among students where age and also culture clashes create feelings of exclusion among
students. The use of oral and collaborative discourse serves as a culturally informative
tool that unifies attitudes in the classroom around the text content. College courses are
not homogeneously populated around age which results in diversity of life experiences.
The use of collaborative discourse activities promotes varied forms of literacies in
the classroom and eliminates opportunities for marginalization when all students
recognize their contribution to the discussion propels the narrative and supports
comprehension. Younger students as opposed to more mature adult students have limited
experiences with which to contextualize content for analysis. Positioning themselves
through oral discourse activities as specialists where they are able to engage in discussion
of culturally and socially relevant issues through the lens of their experiences enables
older students to feel validated in their roles as students among their younger peers,

233

increases efficacy and motivation, and supports both their traditional and critical
literacies because they are empowered to engage in the discourse with knowledgeable
perspectives. These findings are validated by Howard and Logan (2012) whose study
addressed how classroom discourse can lead to students feeling socially emancipated and
become critically literate because their classroom interactions helps them re-define their
academic identities and classroom personalities. Promoting inclusive networks within
the classroom using discourse and collaboration supports students’ literacies and
strengthens students’ social connections.
Another salient factor that emerged from the current theme and contributed to
adult students’ sense of marginalization in the classroom is their facility with digital
literacy and the classroom use of technology. Involvement in critical literacy is reflected
in varied forms of media communication which involves the use of traditional print and
digital technology. In the globally changing classroom, the sense of marginalization felt
by older students are exacerbated by their lack of technological capabilities, magnified
when these students are required to interact outside of the discourse forum. These
findings were derived from professor focus group data. The professors noted there is a
clear disparity between the older students who tend to be overly cautious because of their
discomfort with technology and the younger students. Engagement in discourse
collaboration may provide support to these students by reinforcing the benefits of
collaboration and group dynamics which support the contributions of older students.
These findings align with those of McIntyre, Kyle, and Moore (2006), who studied the
importance of collaboratively sharing ideas in an educational community.
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Implications for the Field
The over-arching goal of the study was to identify how Socratic and group
discourse impacts the comprehension, traditional and critical literacies of adult students
who have embarked on or returned to higher education after an extended absence from an
academic environment. As explained in Chapter 3, the professors interviewed cited
Socratic discourse and their primary method of instruction. Based on findings from the
observations of both classes used in the study the approach to Socratic discourse vary: the
curriculum for Class A underscores discourse activities using reader response strategies
for comprehension, and the curriculum for Class B underscores discourse activities using
a writing workshop model. A key distinction between the two approaches is that the use
of reader response strategies commissions a transactional relationship between the reader
and the text which is initially reliant on the reader’s individual perspectives to generate
comprehension (Beech, 1993). The use of composition strategies prevalent in the writing
workshop model (Brooke et al., 1994) is a supplemental characteristic of reading
response.
The study was grounded in the constructivist theory (Dewey, 1963; Faucault,
1971; Vygotsky, 1986) and transformative theory (Boyd, 1989; Mezirow, 2000) which
focuses on the role of language in building critical funds of knowledge (Shor, 1992)
using methods of inquiry, and the impact of expanded philosophies and re-evaluated
ideologies on an individual’s growth (Mezirow, 1991, 2000). The first research question
aligned with the theoretical framework as it investigated the degree to which Socratic
discourse impacted students’ comprehension and academic achievement. Analyses of
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findings from both the professor and student perspectives concluded participants’ overall
comprehension and academic achievement was positively impacted despite the divergent
approaches to Socratic discourse in the classroom, though the students who were exposed
to the reader response strategy responded with greater enthusiasm during discourse
activities. Findings from the current study may potentially provide additional insight into
ways in which the low literacy levels of non-traditional adult students could be
remediated so that they are better supported to experience gains in their college English
and other content area courses.
Literacy and reading comprehension at all levels of instruction requires
innovation and skill (Ness, 2009). While students in today’s elementary, middle, and
high schools struggle significantly with literacy tasks in their various content classes
(Heller & Greenleaf, 2007) and specifically with reading comprehension (Biancarosa &
Snow, 2006), it is the adult student characterized by an extensive gap between high
school and college who is most at risk for challenges with comprehension of the course
content (Binder & Lee, 2012) as the struggles faced by this demographic continues to
receive less attention (Zafft, 2008). These adult students would benefit from literacy
instruction that reinforces their decoding skills and comprehension base. Returning adult
students in the higher educational setting characterized by brevity of class meetings are
better served by implementation of strategies that incorporates a combination of literacy
skills using collaborative activities typical of discourse seminars (Mills, 2009; Nystrand,
2006; Osborne, 2010; Sparks, 2012; Zhang, 2008). Based on findings from the present
study, the reader response approach more than the writing workshop model is
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structured to allow students sufficient opportunities to engage in whole and small group
interactions with complex ideas in texts because of the direct use of expansive and
exploratory dialogue. To sustain comprehension adult students would benefit from a
forum where they can explore text content through relatable lenses that promote greater
engagement in what they view as activities both relevant to their immediate instruction
and valuable to their future development.
Adult students come to the classroom with a wealth of experiences through which
they are able to analyze complex ideas in text. Discourse strategies serve as a catalyst for
comprehension; when students are guided through discourse activities their varied and
shared experiences manifest in a communal understanding of the course material
(Mellard, Becker-Patterson & Prewett, 2007). These students are also encouraged to
more deliberately participate in the class sessions. Teacher promotion of discourse
activities supports students’ academic success by fostering students’ engagement in the
classroom. These findings reinforce the degree to which the second research question
which explored the impact of engagement on motivation, efficacy, and identity, aligned
with the theoretical framework.
Understanding the issues with comprehension faced by some adult students from
a theoretical perspective is important and relevant since it provides insight into the factors
that impact reading behaviors which influence comprehension. The students who
participated in the interviews shared disparate experiences with reading. One group of
students cited early struggles with comprehension and feeling alienated from their texts,
which contrasted with the second group of students who cited positive recollections
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inspired by their early reading habits. Based on feedback from the professors who
participated in the interviews, the success of the discourse seminars is contingent on
students’ openness and engagement in the classroom activities. This is directly
influenced by the incorporation of socially relevant texts that reflect pertinent issues with
race, gender, socio-economics, and varied forms of activism into the curriculum (Boyd &
Rubin, 2006). Students of all ages respond positively to content when they are positioned
to relate to the material (Dooley, 2011). Returning adult college students are defined by
low literacy skills and culturally and socially relevant experiences. One way to positively
engage non-traditional adult students and support their comprehension is to incorporate
curricula material that they view as being culturally relevant that they are able to
contextualize through their varied lenses, and that promotes cognition on multiple levels
(May, 2011). These strategies minimize instances where students may feel alienated
from the texts inhibiting classroom engagement, and maximize opportunities for students
to become more interested and engaged in reading, deconstruction, analysis, and
evaluation of the material because they are able to connect with and feel invested in the
content, resulting also in their increased efficacy in their abilities in the classroom.
An innate characteristic of Socratic discourse is the ability to engage in ordered
questioning. It is important that students are able to relate to the content for authentic
questioning to occur. When students are able to generate authentic questions that
originate from their understanding of the content and the concepts embedded in the
content, they are prone to engage with greater enthusiasm during collaborative activities
because they are cognitively more engaged, they behave with greater introspection and
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independence in the classroom, and demonstrate greater efficacy regarding their existing
funds of knowledge. Both professors and students acknowledged the use of culturally
relevant information to guide instruction led to sustained personal gratification for the
students. The professors stated they observed the students’ evolution as readers able to
relate to the text content, and the students acknowledged a self-affirmation with respect to
their race and/or gender exploring what they considered socially conscious and culturally
relevant information. Being able to engage in constructive discourse and make
meaningful contributions in an academic forum builds efficacy and motivates students to
openly engage with their peers without feeling insecure about their ideas, and without
fear of judgment by their peers and professors. In light of the racial, cultural, and ethnic
diversity that currently characterizes most academic institutions, using culturally relevant
texts may further encourage classroom engagement.
The focus of the third research question which aligned with the theoretical
framework of the study was to gauge the influence of discourse interactions on nontraditional adult students’ traditional and critical literacies. All professors interviewed
stated the use of discourse as an instructional tool positioned their students to become
socially conscious and adopt more challenging stances regarding their academic and life
goals. Individuals in possession of a literate stance possess the ability to use information
for self-development and self-empowerment since literacy involves communication in
varied social and cultural contexts (Bakhtin, 1986; Gee, 1996; Halliday, 1973; Perry,
2012). Most of the professors interviewed acknowledged their personal experiences such
as their low socio-economic statuses and exposure to racial and cultural discrimination
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were instrumental in shaping their perspectives and ultimately informing their
pedagogical stances. As rising pedagogues, involvement in social activism as a result of
direct or indirect experience with racial and social injustice also shaped their perspectives
as individuals and teachers. Literacy viewed through the lens of metacognition involves
the ability to read, write, and communicate for basic survival such as reading street signs,
writing letters, and accepting notices for example, however, for adult students in
freshman college classes who are functionally literate, the concept of literacy must
encompass more than basic reading and writing. These students should be aware of the
social relationships and power stances that typify literacy in a democratic culture (Kress,
2000a, 2000b; Street, 1984). All of the professors interviewed acknowledged early
educational exposure to discourse strategies supported the way they formulated their
critical perspectives and were able to challenge existing norms and assert themselves
within established structures such as their academic environments and their professional
settings.
Some of the students who identified as being products of single parent homes, or
single parents stated their pursuit of higher education was because of a recognized the
need for professional improvement. These were the individuals who vocalized struggles
with their classroom identity, their varied perspectives on social issues, and their ability
to reconcile course content with their personal experiences. For individuals such as these
students, knowledge or learning is sustainable when applied situationally and multicontextually. When these individuals are able situate the information they have acquired
in such a way that they can consciously improve their lives either in the short or long
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term, they will begin to develop their critically literate stances because they are
positioned to apply the information they have gained to improve their current situations
shifting power dynamic to their advantage (Freire, 2001). The use of discourse in the
classroom coupled with the use of socially relevant texts supports this shared as opposed
to shift in power. Power establishments will continue to exist; using discourse as an
instructional tool eliminates some of the inequities that marginalize some students and
enable the racial and social divisions that leave them feeling stigmatized. Enabling
discourse supported by the use of culturally relevant texts in the classroom, students are
supported on their journey of social emancipation (Howard & Logan, 2012). When
students are enabled to engage, reflect, and act through collaborative discourse, they
question existing perspectives, consider the dominant voices that shape existing
narratives, and the marginalized or silent voices that form the gaps in political
conversations. These attitudes, coupled with schematic references to their personal
experiences, lead to transformations of their conscious and subconscious selves
(McLaughlin (2001). To support the transformative process, this adult demographic
would benefit from continued exposure to discursive opportunities where they are
permitted to engage in critical reflection that fosters cognitive autonomy.
Significance of the Study
The current study supports and contributes to the extant literature in the field of
literacy and discourse for adults in higher education. Adult students, specifically those
who are characterized by an extensive gap between high school and their first attempt at
higher education are not typically represented in literacy research, therefore the inclusion
241

of this population adds value and is a strength of this study. As stated in Chapter one,
there is a plethora of literacy research completed in the field, however, existing research
often focuses on elementary, middle, and high school students’ literacy and reading
comprehension for the following reason: early governmental policies and performance
indicators identified the elementary, immediate, and high school levels as critical points
in education (NAEP, 1964, 1969; NCLB, 2001). Recognizing challenges with student
literacy extends beyond the secondary level into higher education, and applies to students
who are characterized by an extensive gap between high school and first entry to college
(Bahr, 2012; Deggs, 2011) warrants the need for discursive strategies to typify
pedagogical practices as a support for adult literacy in English classes, but also extend to
content area courses where applicable to support literacy as an inter-disciplinary tool.
Another significant component of the phenomenological study was the choice to
diversify the sources used for the qualitative data collection. At the core of qualitative
research are the philosophical assumptions embedded in the experiences of the
participants (Creswell et al., 2007). The focus of the study was to gauge the teachers’
perspectives regarding their uses of discourse in their instruction, and the impact of
discourse on multiple aspects of student progress including literacy development,
motivation and engagement, and social transformation. The decision to utilize personal
interviews, focus groups, and observations which characterize qualitative analysis was
important because they supported attempts to provide illuminate the actions of the
participants in various contexts (Fossey, Harvey, McDermott, & Davidson, 2002),
contextualize the experiences of the participants (McKenzie, 2008), and generate a

242

substantive understanding of the experiences of all participants as they related to the
research questions of the study (Gill, Stewart, Treasure & Chadwick, 2008) .
Limitations
The current study contains several limitations and there are multiple threats to the
trustworthiness of the study. The college used in the study is located in an inner city area
of Brooklyn, New York. Though the college is a senior (four-year) college, based on the
city college rankings the college is viewed as a low to mid-tier college within the City
University of New York system and the student population characterized by a lower skill
set than the student demographic enrolled at other CUNY campuses. Additionally, the
population is comprised of predominantly African American students characterized by
low to middle class socio economic statuses. The absence of racial and ethnic diversity
among the student population is a definite threat to the trustworthiness of the findings
which can only be generalized to students represented by similar demographics as those
in this study. Additionally, the sample sizes for each participant group were narrow in
quantity and gender: course instructors (n = 6), two observed classes (n = 51) where the
participants of both classes were primarily female, and student interviews (n = 7). The
study was restricted to two courses within the entire English department and restricted to
freshman classes only. The researcher opted for this based on the characteristics of the
student population, that of the returning adult college student as opposed to experienced
adult students who had developed facility with and become acclimated to the dynamics of
college, however, this poses a threat to the findings of the study since inferences made
are not generalizable to other courses and a broader student population. In addition, the
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use of self-reporting data is another limitation that threatens the trustworthiness of the
findings. Based on the nature of qualitative research, the data collected was based on
participants’ subjective responses, however, those responses might not accurately
represent how the participants feel with fidelity; instances may have existed where
participants responded based on what they believed was the most appropriate response to
give, as opposed to what they sincerely believed or experienced. Potential skewness in
participants’ perceptions or perspectives pose threats to the trustworthiness of the overall
findings.
Recommendations for Future Research
The present study investigated teacher perspectives of the impact of Socratic and
collaborative discourse on adult students’ reading comprehension and critical literacy and
explored those instructional contexts and practices that may potentially support returning
adult students to develop greater efficacy regarding their academic identities so that they
are more motivated and engaged in their reading courses. The study was designed as a
qualitative measure and the data provided poignant insight into teachers’ beliefs about
discourse related practices that motivate students’ in the college classroom to read,
engage in the curriculum material and with their peer groups, and generally support adult
students’ academic and critical development. The data also provided insight into
students’ perceptions regarding their academic identities, the challenges they faced reentering the academic setting after an extensive gap of time, and how they hoped their
approach to higher education and instruction would support their growth, professional
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and personal development. Recommendations for future research will be provided based
on the findings of the study.
The study was conducted in two freshman English reading classes on an inner city
college campus in Brooklyn, New York using a phenomenological design. Qualitative
analysis has increasingly been viewed as an efficient and adequate method for empirical
research, however it is still considered in some scientific circles as a preliminary effort
and reinforcement for quantitative exploration. In order to reinforce the validity of the
findings, future studies of this nature could include a quantitative component. While this
inclusion would essentially transform the study into a mixed methodology study, the
duality would serve as reinforcement for what would typically be considered rigorously
verified findings. In addition, in order to improve the generalizability of the study, future
studies of this nature should include a wider pool of participants from multiple and more
diverse college campuses. Additionally, this study reflected findings based on an
investigation of students from a four-year senior college. The characteristic of the adult
student found at this campus may also be enrolled at a junior two-year community
college where the adult demographic is greater than at a senior four-year college. The
recommendation to increase the pool of participants may support generalization of the
findings of future studies of this nature.
Another characteristic of this study is the homogeneity that typified this site. In
both classes observed the participants were predominantly African American and in one
of the classes the participants were 100% female. Because the study was designed as a
qualitative phenomenological study that analyzes and contextualizes participants’
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perspectives and experiences, a variable such as gender, just like race and SES influences
the findings through a homogeneous lens and decreases the researcher’s ability to
generalize the findings.
A final consideration for future research is to explore the impact of discourse
seminars on students’ composition skills. The current study addressed the impact of
discourse on students’ comprehension and critical literacy. In Class A, the teacher
utilized a reader response strategy to initiate discourse and support comprehension. In
Class B, the teacher utilized a writing workshop model, using discourse to underscore
students’ comprehension. Both instructors were invested in their individual strategy and
viewed the use of discourse as a dominant factor. Future research could explore the interrelationship between discourse, composition, and comprehension since writing coupled
with reading is a clear construct of literacy.
Recommendations for Practice
This study aligns with existing literature supporting the use of oral discourse as a
strategy for comprehension in classroom settings. It is important to nurture students’
comprehension and cognitive abilities as early in their development as possible and
existing research confirms when literacy is not reinforced in the developmental stages,
students will not progress with the competencies necessary to thrive academically at later
and crucial stages of development. The adult student who decides to pursue higher
education after an extended absence from schooling does so as a functionally literate
individual, not necessarily as one prepared for the academic rigor that typifies higher
education. Unfortunately, this caliber of student mirrors many students currently enrolled
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in high schools across the nation. The problem that colleges face with the returning adult
students is magnified but indicative of a growing trend of falling literacy levels in
American education. It is incumbent upon officials with the capacity to do so that
instructional practices that support reading comprehension are mobilized, from the
elementary to the higher educational sector so educators at all levels are able to provide
relevant support for all students. This mandate extends from policymakers to classroom
teachers who are positioned to support students’ comprehension and critical
development.
Reading comprehension benefits students at all levels. Findings from the current
study suggest all forms of literacy are supported by classroom cultures that reflect
inclusivity and respect, and ultimately promote efficacy and engagement which supports
students’ comprehension. All classroom teachers should be aware of their role in
promoting a positive learning environment for their students, as well as how their
personal dynamic and interactions in the classroom influence students to perform. Based
on the findings of the current study, one suggested practice is the use of oral discourse to
cultivate and promote efficacy and engagement in the classroom, and to support students’
literacy and comprehension. As with any strategy, instructional models are important
(Biancarosa & Snow, 2006; Collins, 199l; Deshler, Ellis, & Lenz, 1996; National
Reading Panel, 2000; Rosenshine & Meister, 1996; Schorzman & Cheek, 2004; Stevens,
2003; Wood, Winne, & Carney, 1995). The teachers interviewed subscribe to discourse
as an effective strategy and they also acknowledge effective discourse is not innate;
effective dialogic practice is learned and honed over time. If students are expected to
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demonstrate creative and critical thinking in a dialogic and collaborative forum, then they
should be prepared for the activities incorporating discussion of any text. Teachers
should approach the discursive activities as guided processes until students demonstrate
comfort and efficacy with open discussions.
Another relevant finding from the study was that foundational factors greatly
influenced reading practices. While a myriad of factors shape how reading is viewed and
approached, early support received from family, cultural influences, and attention
received and attachments formed during formative years dictate how students, including
adult students respond to reading tasks. One such factor is cultural disparity in the
classroom. According to Hammerberg (2004), the cultural, linguistic, ethnic, and socioeconomic diversity that characterize American classrooms and the teaching force require
an understanding of the messages sent by current methods of comprehension instruction
to students from diverse backgrounds (p. 648). Acknowledging the cultural changes in
today’s classrooms, it is important that teachers modify their instructional practices to
accommodate the revised ethnic geography that is continually being redefined by
language, cultural practice, individual beliefs, values, and experiences as they specifically
relate to reading and reading practices that impact comprehension. Embedded in those
revised practices is an acknowledgement of the diversity and a promotion of respect for
the student population. When students feel acknowledged, respected, and valued, they
respond positively to instruction. One way to ensure this practice is viable is to utilize
culturally relevant material in the curriculum so students are able to connect with what
they are required to read; engaging in these practices support programs that focus on
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student comprehension and achievement. Additionally, students are prompted to openly
engage in the discursive activities with a greater sense of autonomy. Findings suggest in
adult instructional settings when the teachers act as facilitators as opposed to imposing
their pedagogical stances, students engage more openly and are more invested in the
exploratory processes (Yen-Chi, 2015, p. 106). Creating these opportunities for students
support overall comprehension and reinforces students’ sense of value in the classroom.
Conclusion
Findings from the present study, which was grounded in both the
constructivist theory (Bereiter, 1994; Dewey, 1963; Driscoll, 2000; Faucault, 1971;
Vygotsky, 1986) and the transformative theory of learning (Mezirow, 1997) support the
existing research that links oral discourse strategies to improved comprehension. While
the existing research focused primarily on the use of comprehension strategies to support
comprehension for elementary and adolescent learners, findings from the current study
addressed the significant relationship between discourse and comprehension and
discourse and supporting traditional and developing critical literacies of adult students.
Additionally, significant relationships between discourse and motivation, engagement,
efficacy, and student identity were identified as new constructs that impacted students’
comprehension. To gauge the degree of an individual’s comprehension is a challenge,
and while the findings of this study suggests there is a viable relationship between oral
discourse as a comprehension strategy and comprehension, it is acknowledged that the
findings may be limited to this participant grouping. It is important to recognize that
reading comprehension does not exist in a vacuum and reading skills should be cultivated
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as early as possible and reinforced using ongoing methodologies. Teachers at all levels
need to be cognizant of the techniques that support reading comprehension, and of the
learning styles of their students so that they create learning contexts that are inclusive,
promote a sense of equity among all students, and support their students’ academic
identities which consequently may motivate them in their academic pursuits.
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APPENDIX A

Contact Letter
Dear Provost___,
Your permission is being requested to conduct a study at your school to learn more about the
impact of Socratic Seminars and Collaborative Discourse in reading classrooms of non-traditional
adult students. This study will be conducted by Paula Walters as part of her doctoral dissertation.
Her faculty sponsor is Dr. Evan Ortlieb, Ph.D., St. John’s University School of Education,
Department of Education Specialties. Participants will be asked to do the following in this study:
1. Complete a survey about their perspectives, experiences, and interest in English courses.
2. Participate in interviews regarding their perceptions of themselves as students and the
value of the knowledge they are receiving or how it will re-define their lives.
3. Permit the researcher to silently observe their classroom during instruction.
Interviews will be audiotaped. Participants will have the option of completing the interview
process constructing written responses if they prefer this method. All of the tapes will be
destroyed at the conclusion of the study. Participation in this study may not exceed two hours: 30
minutes to complete the questionnaire and approximately 1- 1 1/2 hours for the interview. There
are no known risks associated with participation in this research beyond those of everyday life.
Although participants will receive no direct benefits, this research may help the investigator
understand how to students facing challenges associated with returning to the classroom may be
better supported.
Confidentiality of participants’ research records will be strictly maintained by using only
pseudonyms and/or codes for participants’ responses; and keeping consent forms separate from
data to ensure the participant’s name and identity will not become known or linked with any
information they have provided. Participation in this study is voluntary. Participants may refuse
to participate or withdraw at any time without penalty. For interviews, questionnaires or surveys,
participants have the right to omit or refuse to answer any question(s).
If there is anything about the study or participation in the study that is unclear , if you have
questions or wish to report a research-related problem, you may contact Paula Walters at 646379-8423 (mobile phone), paula.walters11@stjohns.edu (e-mail), The School of Education,
Sullivan Hall, 4th Floor, Queens, NY, 11439, or faculty sponsor, Dr. Evan Ortlieb, at 917-8624795 (phone), ortliebe@stjohns.edu (e-mail), The School of Education, Sullivan Hall, 4th Floor,
Queens, NY, 11439.
For questions about rights of research participants, you may contact the University’s
Institutional Review Board, St. John’s University, Dr. Raymond DiGiuseppe, Chair
digiuser@stjohns.edu 718-990-1955 or Marie Nitopi, IRB Coordinator, nitopim@stjohns.edu,
718-990-1440. You have received a copy of the contact letter to keep.
Agreement to Conduct Study at Your Site
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Subject’s Signature: ______________________________________ Date: ________________
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APPENDIX B

Recruitment Letter
Dear Colleague___,
My name is Paula Walters. I am conducting my doctoral research study entitled: The impact
of Socratic seminars and collaborative discourse on students’ reading comprehension and
critical literacy. The purpose of this phenomenological study is to gain insight into challenges
with comprehension faced by non-traditional adult students who have returned to, or enrolled in
college classes after an extended absence from academia. The goal is also to identify what
factors directly or indirectly impact academic performance and critical development, and if
specific strategies utilized by pedagogues support the intellectual growth of this population.
Your participation in this study is greatly appreciated. Additionally, your assistance in
facilitating recruitment of participants is also greatly appreciated.
Participants should be (a) adjunct instructors and tenured college or professors, (b) adjunct
instructors and tenured professors who teach reading, (c) students enrolled in Freshman English
courses.
The total time commitment for participation is estimated at a maximum of two (2) hours.
Participants will be asked to distribute a survey that gathers data about students’ reading habits to
students enrolled in a specific section of a select course. This survey will be followed by
classroom observations of that select class section. Following the classroom observations you
will be asked to volunteer to participate in a focus group discussion which is estimated to last
between 90-120 minutes. The focus group discussion will take place outside of instruction hours
and off campus grounds at an agreed upon location, or through video-conferencing such as
Skype.
If you are willing to participate, or know of potential participants or colleagues who may be
interested in sharing this recruitment letter, please contact me at pwalt960@gmail.com.
Regards,

Paula Walters
Paula Walters
PhD. Student
St. John’s University, School of Education Specialties and Counseling
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APPENDIX C

Consent Form
Dear ___________________,
You have been invited to take part in a research study to learn more about the impact of
Socratic Seminars and Collaborative Discourse in reading classrooms of non-traditional adult
students. This study will be conducted by Paula Walters as part of her doctoral dissertation. Her
faculty sponsor is Dr. Evan Ortlieb, Ph.D., St. John’s University School of Education,
Department of Education Specialties and Counseling. If you agree to be in this study, you will be
asked to do the following:
1. Complete a survey about your perspectives, experiences, and interest in English courses.
2. Participate in interviews regarding your perceptions of yourself as a student and the
value of the knowledge you are receiving or how it will re-define your life.
3. Permit the researcher to silently observe you in your classroom during instruction.
Your interviews will be audio-taped. You have the right to refuse to have your interview audiotaped. All of the audio-taped material will be destroyed at the conclusion of the study.
Participation in this study may not exceed two hours: 30 minutes to complete the questionnaire
and approximately 1- 1 1/2 hours for the interview. There are no known risks associated with
your participation in this research beyond those of everyday life. Although you will receive no
direct benefits, this research may help the investigator understand how to students facing
challenges associated with returning to the classroom may be better supported.
Confidentiality of your research records will be strictly maintained by using only pseudonyms
and/or codes for your responses; consent forms will be kept separate from data to ensure your
name and identity will not become known or linked with any information you have provided.
Participation in this study is voluntary. You may refuse to participate or withdraw at any time
without penalty. For interviews, questionnaires or surveys, you have the right to omit or refuse to
answer any question(s), or to skip any question(s) you prefer to not answer.
If there is anything about the study or your participation that is unclear or that you do not
understand, if you have questions or wish to report a research-related problem, you may contact
Paula Walters at 646-379-8423 (mobile phone), paula.walters11@stjohns.edu (email), The
School of Education, Sullivan Hall, 4th Floor, Queens, NY, 11439, or the faculty sponsor, Dr.
Evan Ortlieb, at 917-862-4795 (phone), ortliebe@stjohns.edu (e-mail), The School of Education,
Sullivan Hall, 4th Floor, Queens, NY, 11439.
For questions about your rights as a research participant, you may contact the University’s
Institutional Review Board, St. John’s University, Dr. Raymond DiGiuseppe, Chair
digiuser@stjohns.edu 718-990-1955 or Marie Nitopi, IRB Coordinator, nitopim@stjohns.edu
718-990-1440. You have received a copy of this consent document to keep.
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Agreement to Participate
Subject’s Signature: ______________________________________ Date: _________________
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APPENDIX D

Consent Form
Dear ___________________,
You have been invited to take part in a research study to learn more about the impact of
Socratic Seminars and Collaborative Discourse in reading classrooms of non-traditional adult
students. This study will be conducted by Paula Walters as part of her doctoral dissertation. Her
faculty sponsor is Dr. Evan Ortlieb, Ph.D., St. John’s University School of Education,
Department of Education Specialties and Counseling. If you agree to be in this study, you will be
asked to do the following:
1. Participate in interviews regarding your educational philosophy and pedagogy,
perceptions of yourself as an instructor, and the role of dialogic practice as an instrument for
instruction.
2. Permit the researcher to silently observe you and students in your classroom during
instruction.
Your interviews will be audio-taped. You have the right to refuse to have your interview audiotaped. All of the audio-taped material will be destroyed at the conclusion of the study.
Participation in this study may not exceed two hours: 30 minutes to complete the questionnaire
and approximately 1- 1 1/2 hours for the interview. There are no known risks associated with
your participation in this research beyond those of everyday life. Although you will receive no
direct benefits, this research may help the investigator understand how to students facing
challenges associated with returning to the classroom may be better supported.
Confidentiality of your research records will be strictly maintained by using only pseudonyms
and/or codes for your responses; consent forms will be kept separate from data to ensure your
name and identity will not become known or linked with any information you have provided.
Participation in this study is voluntary. You may refuse to participate or withdraw at any time
without penalty. For interviews, questionnaires or surveys, you have the right to omit or refuse to
answer any question(s), or to skip any question(s) you prefer to not answer.
If there is anything about the study or your participation that is unclear or that you do not
understand, if you have questions or wish to report a research-related problem, you may contact
Paula Walters at 646-379-8423 (mobile phone), paula.walters11@stjohns.edu (email), The
School of Education, Sullivan Hall, 4th Floor, Queens, NY, 11439, or the faculty sponsor, Dr.
Evan Ortlieb, at 917-862-4795 (phone), ortliebe@stjohns.edu (e-mail), The School of Education,
Sullivan Hall, 4th Floor, Queens, NY, 11439.
For questions about your rights as a research participant, you may contact the University’s
Institutional Review Board, St. John’s University, Dr. Raymond DiGiuseppe, Chair
digiuser@stjohns.edu 718-990-1955 or Marie Nitopi, IRB Coordinator, nitopim@stjohns.edu,
718-990-1440. You have received a copy of this consent document to keep.
Agreement to Participate
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Subject’s Signature: ______________________________________ Date: _________________
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APPENDIX E
Sample Interview Questions – Professors/Instructors
1. Please tell me as much as you are able to about yourself.
2. What is your philosophy on education and instruction?
3. How would you describe your earliest experiences with reading? Please provide as much
detail as possible.
4. How have those experiences shaped the way you read and teach reading to others?
Please provide as much detail as possible.
5. Can you identify and elaborate on some of the challenges you face in the classroom with
your current demographic?
6. How have your instructional experiences been modified over your instructional tenure?
Please provide as much detail as possible.
7. How important is collaborative discourse to instruction and student comprehension of the
course curriculum? Please provide as much detail as possible.
8. How does dialogic practice inform your instruction? Is the practice innate or acquired
and implemented over time?
9. Given the current student demographic, do dialogic stances feel authentic in your
instruction?
10. What strategies serve as motivators in your classroom?
11. How have these strategies impacted students’ academic performance? Please provide as
much detail as possible.
12. How do you see your students evolving as critical thinkers?
13. In what way do you see your students as agents of change?

258

APPENDIX F
Sample Interview Questions - Students
1. Please tell me as much as you are able to about yourself.
2. How would you describe your earliest experiences with reading? Please provide as much
detail as possible.
3. How have those experiences shaped the way you read and view reading today? Please
provide as much detail as possible.
4. What is your purpose for attending college?
5. What are your thoughts about the information you are being taught in college?
6. Can you identify and elaborate on some of the challenges you face as a reader and as a
student in the college setting?
7. How have your life experiences supported your journey as a college student?
8. How has your experience as a college student re-defined your role as a reader? How has
it re-defined how you think as an individual? Please provide as much detail as possible.
9. What are you post college goals and aspirations?
10. Have your goals changed from when you began your studies? If so, how and why?
11. How would you describe your motivation level and your overall interest in the
curriculum materials for your courses? Please provide as much detail as possible.
12. How best can you motivate yourself in the classroom when you lack motivation?
13. How does the professor or instructor engage you in the material?
14. How do you define ‘learning’ in context?
15. Do you feel like you are learning in your classrooms? Please provide as much detail as
possible.
16. Please describe the role you anticipate college education as having on your life. Please
provide as much detail as possible.
17. How do you plan on using your new knowledge to make transformations? Please provide
as much detail as possible.
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APPENDIX G
Sample Focus Group Questions – Professors/Instructors
1. Please tell me as much as you are able to about yourself, e.g. what led you to a career in
education, early experiences as an educator, etc.
2. Your primary instructional demographic (adults) could be considered as non-traditional;
was this target group always your focus? If so, what factors contributed to that focus? If
not, what experiences guided you to that focus?
3. As a college professor/instructor, do you occasionally also instruct students ranging in
age from recent high school graduates to mature adults? How does the disparity in age (if
any) in the classroom impact the classroom dynamic, i.e. student interaction?
4. Are you a strong proponent of dialogic communities in the classroom? If so, why are you
a proponent of using dialogue as a means of driving instruction? If not, what factors have
restricted your views of this strategy as a component of in your instruction?
Question # 5 is based on a positive response to parts I and II of question #4. If the subject
responds negatively, the interview concludes with the subject’s response to part III of question
#4. If the subject responds positively the interview continues with question #5.
5. Can you recall some early experiences where you saw/realized dialogic communities
supported comprehension, critical thinking, and critical literacy in the classroom?
6. With focus on dialogic practice, a student’s personal experience must present as a key
component for both successful interpretation and discussion of a text/work. This
experience might vary with age; how do you view any existing age disparities as
impacting the (quality of the) discourse of the classroom?
7. Can you speak to additional factors that might limit or impact the quality of classroom
discourse on a subject or text?
8. When faced with potential challenges as those that might arise in (7) above, how do you
circumvent or resolve those issues to ensure your objectives are achieved?
9. Are there any culminating thoughts you would like to share on this topic?
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APPENDIX H
Sample Focus Group Questions – Students
1. Please tell me as much as you are able to about yourself, e.g. what motivated your return
to academics, are you a first-time or returning college student, etc.
2. As an adult student, what factors impacted your choices regarding what institution to
attend, academic major, etc.?
3. Have you experienced notable stress associated with returning to the college classroom?
Please describe how you have internalized this/these stress/stresses. Please describe what
coping mechanisms you have developed to combat these forms of stress.
4. What are your thoughts on the use of dialogue as a support for instruction in your college
classroom/s?
5. Reflecting on your earlier instruction (middle or high school), was dialogue and dialogue
communities a part of that construct? Please elaborate either way.
6. Can you recall some early experiences where use of discourse in the classroom helped
you learn/better comprehend material taught to you?
7. Can you speak to factors that either limit or support your discursive responses in the
classroom today?
8. How has discourse through seminars, discussion forums, or small groups in the classroom
defined or re-defined how you view yourself and as a result perform as a student in your
classes? Please elaborate either way.
9. (Based on the response to question #8) How would you describe your personal evolution
and philosophy as a result?
10. Are there any culminating thoughts you would like to share?
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APPENDIX I
NCTE/IRA Standards for English:
1. Students read a wide range of print and non-print texts to build an
understanding of texts, of themselves, and of the cultures of the United States and
the world; to acquire new information; to respond to the needs and demands of
society and the workplace; and for personal fulfillment. Among these texts are
fiction and nonfiction, classic and contemporary works.
2. Students read a wide range of literature from many periods in many genres to
build an understanding of the many dimensions (e.g., philosophical, ethical,
aesthetic) of human experience.
3. Students apply a wide range of strategies to comprehend, interpret, evaluate,
and appreciate texts. They draw on their prior experience, their interactions with
other readers and writers, their knowledge of word meaning and of other texts,
their word identification strategies, and their understanding of textual features
(e.g., sound-letter correspondence, sentence structure, context, graphics).
4. Students adjust their use of spoken, written, and visual language (e.g.,
conventions, style, vocabulary) to communicate effectively with a variety of
audiences and for different purposes.
5. Students employ a wide range of strategies as they write and use different
writing process elements appropriately to communicate with different audiences
for a variety of purposes.
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6. Students apply knowledge of language structure, language conventions (e.g.,
spelling and punctuation), media techniques, figurative language, and genre to
create, critique, and discuss print and non-print texts.
7. Students conduct research on issues and interests by generating ideas and
questions, and by posing problems. They gather, evaluate, and synthesize data
from a variety of sources (e.g., print and non-print texts, artifacts, people) to
communicate their discoveries in ways that suit their purpose and audience.
8. Students use a variety of technological and informational resources (e.g.,
libraries, databases, computer networks, video) to gather and synthesize
information and to create and communicate knowledge.
9. Students develop an understanding of and respect for diversity in language use,
patterns, and dialects across cultures, ethnic groups, geographic regions, and
social roles.
10. Students whose first language is not English make use of their first language
to develop competency in the English language arts and to develop understanding
of content across the curriculum.
11. Students participate as knowledgeable, reflective, creative, and critical
members of a variety of literacy communities.
12. Students use spoken, written, and visual language to accomplish their own
purposes (e.g., for learning, enjoyment, persuasion, and the exchange of
information) (www.ncte.org).
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APPENDIX J
Common Core College and Career Readiness Anchor Standards for English/Reading:
Key Ideas and Details
1. Read closely to determine what the text says explicitly and to make logical
inferences from it; cite specific textual evidence when writing or speaking to
support conclusions drawn from the text.
2. Determine central ideas or themes of a text and analyze their development;
summarize the key supporting details and ideas.
3. Analyze how and why individuals, events, and ideas develop and interact over
the course of a text.
Craft and Structure
4. Interpret words and phrases as they are used in a text, including determining
technical, connotative, and figurative meanings, and analyze how specific word
choices shape meaning or tone.
5. Analyze the structure of texts, including how specific sentences, paragraphs,
and larger portions of the text (e.g., a section, chapter, scene, or stanza) relate to
each other and the whole.
6. Assess how point of view or purpose shapes the content and style of a text.
Integration of Knowledge and Ideas
7. Integrate and evaluate content presented in diverse formats and media,
including visually and quantitatively, as well as in words.*
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8. Delineate and evaluate the argument and specific claims in a text, including the
validity of the reasoning as well as the relevance and sufficiency of the evidence.
9. Analyze how two or more texts address similar themes or topics in order to
build knowledge or to compare the approaches the authors take.
Range of Reading and Level of Text Complexity
11. Read and comprehend complex literary and informational texts independently and
proficiently.
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APPENDIX K
Common Core College and Career Readiness Anchor Standards for English/Speaking
and Listening:
Comprehension and Collaboration
1. Prepare for and participate effectively in a range of conversations and
collaborations with diverse partners, building on others’ ideas and expressing
their own clearly and persuasively.
2. Integrate and evaluate information presented in diverse media and formats,
including visually, quantitatively, and orally.
3. Evaluate a speaker’s point of view, reasoning, and use of evidence and rhetoric.
Presentation of Knowledge and Ideas
4. Present information, findings, and supporting evidence such that listeners can
follow the line of reasoning and the organization, development, and style are
appropriate to task, purpose, and audience.
5. Make strategic use of digital media and visual displays of data to express
information and enhance understanding of presentations.
6. Adapt speech to a variety of contexts and communicative tasks, demonstrating
command of formal English when indicated or appropriate
(www.corestandards.org).
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